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The informal sector in Kenya is huge and vibrant with 83% of the population engaged in the 
sector. Most of the domestic workers in Kenya are engaged in informal employment and tend to 
have poor terms and conditions of work than any other worker in the informal sector due to the 
nature of their work; it is carried out in private homes. The study therefore aims to understand 
the main determinants of huge domestic employees in Kenya and to find out how the domestic 
work sector can be formalized. 
To achieve the objectives, the study adopted a qualitative research approach using secondary 
data. The objectives were as follows: To find out the global extent and characteristics of 
domestic work, to find out the economic and social determinants of domestic work in Kenya and 
to identify the characteristics of domestic work in Kenya. Therefore the study investigates the 
economic development and productive structure which will be important in defining the 
possibilities of implementation of the law. This is because the positive impacts of this process 
will help in formalizing domestic work in Kenya. 
The study analyzes the relationship between the economic growth and job creation, the 
demographics and work time aspects that determine the growth of job demand and how this 
process can be understood as the main generator of the huge informal sector in Kenya. In 
addition, there are low employment opportunities in the capitalist system in the formal sector 
that is more organized and the informal sector is precarious who mostly are women. Also to look 
at the wage or income as a determinant of the demand of domestic work since when there is a 
high income inequality most people will higher domestic workers and those that have a lower 
income will accept domestic work due to poverty or lack of other opportunities in the labour 
market. 
The study concludes that in Kenya there is a high population growth rate against few 
employment opportunities therefore creating a youth bulge. The economy does not create 
enough jobs to absorb the huge population and those created are in the informal sector. The 
informal sector in Kenya varies since there are those that are highly payed and those that 
receive low wages despite having decent work deficit. Domestic work constitutes the low paid 
with a majority being women as men dominate the formal sector therefore increasing gender 
inequality.  
Keywords: Kenya, Labour market, Informality, Formalization, Domestic work 
Resumo 
O setor informal do Quênia é enorme e vibrante contando com uma população de 83% no 
setor. A maioria dos trabalhadores domésticos no Quênia é contratada no emprego informal e 
tendem a ter piores condições de trabalho do que todos os outros trabalhadores no setor 
informal, devido à natureza de seu trabalho que é doméstico, ou seja, no âmbito do privado e 
não tipicamente capitalista. Esse estudo propõe analisar esse segmento dos trabalhadores do 
Quênia, apontando também propostas de intervenção visando a sua melhoria e sua 
formalização. 
Para alcançar esses objetivos o estudo utilizou-se de métodos de pesquisa qualitativa e 
também quantitativa usando dados secundários. Os objetivos são analisados também as 
seguintes questões: encontrar a extensão e as características globais do trabalho doméstico; 
encontrar as causas determinantes econômicas e sociais do trabalho doméstico no Quênia e 
identificar as características do trabalho doméstico no Quênia. Deste modo, o estudo investiga 
o desenvolvimento econômico e a estrutura produtiva que serão importantes para definir as 
possibilidades de aplicação da lei. Isto é, analisar os impactos positivos deste processo na 
formalização do trabalho doméstico no Quênia, melhorando a atual situação. 
 O estudo analisa o relacionamento entre o crescimento econômico e a criação de emprego 
nos últimos quinze anos (2003-2018), nos aspectos demográficos, atividade e tempo de 
trabalho dos empregados domésticos e que determinam o crescimento da procura do trabalho, 
considerando como este processo pode ser compreendido enquanto um gerador principal do 
enorme setor informal no Quênia. Explicando o contexto: são reduzidas as oportunidades de 
emprego no sistema capitalista no setor formal no Quênia, nas ocupações mais organizadas, 
se comparadas com o setor informal – que é muito mais precarizado e em sua maioria 
constituído por mulheres. Deste modo, essa pesquisa buscou também utilizar como expressão 
dessa situação o salário (ou a renda), pois geralmente os baixos salários observados nesse 
segmento são expressão da necessidade de procura do trabalho, que resulta na demanda por 
trabalho doméstico, na ausência de melhores oportunidades, situação que também resultará 
numa elevada desigualdade entre os empregados domésticos e os empregados do setor 
formal. 
O estudo conclui que no Quênia há uma alta taxa de crescimento demográfico e poucas 
oportunidades de emprego, consequentemente criando uma grande quantidade de jovens 
desempregados e/ou subempregados no setor informal. A economia do Quênia não tem criado 
no período analisado um número de postos de suficiente para absorver a enorme população, 
incitando o aumento no setor informal. Esse setor tem uma grande variação salarial, além de 
que não apresentar as principais características de um trabalho decente. O trabalho doméstico 
é hegemonicamente feminino, enquanto que o formal é masculino, o que contribui para o 
aumento da igualdade de gênero no Quênia. O jogo da desigualdade do salário ou da renda 
possui um grande papel no Quênia, pois contribui de forma expressiva para o crescimento do 
trabalho doméstico. 
Palavras-chave: Quênia, mercado de trabalho, informalidade, formalização, trabalho doméstico.  
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INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
This study investigates how domestic work can be formalized in Kenya. It recognizes legislation 
as a key player in transition from the informal to the formal economy but at same time 
understands that to be successful in the formalization process, it is necessary to promote 
economic growth to increase labour force demand and create employment opportunities and 
different activities. Therefore, the study investigates the economic development and productive 
structure which is important in defining the possibilities of implementation of the law. This is 
because the positive impacts of this process will help in formalizing domestic work in Kenya. 
With that in mind this study analyzes the relationship between the economic growth and job 
creation in the last 15 years (2003-2018), the demographics and work time aspects that 
determine the growth of job demand and how this process can be understood as the main 
generator of the huge informal sector in Kenya. In addition, the low employment opportunities in 
the capitalist sector where we have a more organized sector and the informal sector which is 
precarious and majority are women. Also to look at the wage or income as a determinant of the 
demand of domestic work since a high income equality leads to a high share of domestic 
workers and those that have a lower income will accept domestic work due to poverty or lack of 
other opportunities in the labour market. 
This situation is very common in developing countries that with lack of job opportunity in the 
rural areas, those that do not have access to land migrate from rural areas to urban areas. In 
countries with huge or relative labor force surplus and a very high inequality with a possibility of 
a lot of people working as self-employed and a lot of women in domestic work which is very 
precarious. In Kenya there are over two million domestic workers (Kituo cha Sheria, 2015) who 
play a very important role in their employer‟s home by helping them perform duties at home due 
to their demanding schedules. Nearly everyone in Kenya except the very poor hires a domestic 
worker and just like the number of domestic workers, it‟s estimated that over two million 
households in Kenya hire domestic workers (ibid).  
Kenya is a developing country and in 2013 it was classified by the World Bank as a lower 
middle income country (World Bank, 2018). As of 2018 it has a GNI per capita of US$ 1380 
(ibid).The Kenyan economy is mainly dependent on rain fed agriculture, livestock keeping, 
hydroelectric energy, transport, tourism and other sectors that depend on climate. Therefore 
climatic shocks have a major effect on the economy. From 2004 to 2007 Kenya had a GDP 
growth rate of close to 6% but in 2008 it decelerated to 1.7% and 2.6% in 2009 (Kenya 





election violence of 2007/08. The economy has since recovered recording from a slow GDP 
growth rate of 4.9 in 2014 to 6.1 and 5.9 in the period 2015 and 2016 respectively but 
decelerated to 4.9 in 2017 due to the electioneering period (Kenya economic update, 2018) 
Migration is a characteristics of human species and has existed historically (Gugliotta 2008). 
Migration in Kenya is mainly as a result of social structures and patterns of development. This is 
because of unequal patterns of development exacerbated by the colonial history and the 
governments thereafter that have failed to bridge this gap. A study carried out by the Center for 
Domestic Training and Development shows that most of the domestic workers working in 
Nairobi are from the western region of Kenya (CDTD, 2014). 
The introduction of neoliberal policies brought a significance shift which leads to income 
disparities, agrarian distress, limited employment opportunities, huge growth of informal 
economy and the resultant migration from rural areas to urban, urban to urban and backward to 
comparatively advanced regions in the most appalling conditions (Madhumathi, 2013).With 
increasing pressure from the IMF and the World Bank most economies have deregulated the 
labour market hence increasing the informal sector 
The term informality was first coined by Keith Hart during his research in Ghana (Hart,1973) .In 
1972, an ILO mission to Kenya to investigate the causes of unemployment noted that the 
informal sector was an active economic sector and an important labour force player (ILO, 1972) 
. Both Hart and ILO were inspired by Harris and Todaro (1970) who showed informality as 
multifaceted and that it determinants merely depended on its definition. Both studies also show 
the economic sense of the informal sector as they produce goods and services that satisfy the 
needs for poor members of the society. 
Soto (1989) presents a different perspective where he associates the informal sector as a 
vibrant part of the economy that escapes overregulation. According to his view the informal 
employment is voluntary and a driver of economic growth. Tokman´s (1986) and Fields (1990) 
presents a different school of thought where they show evidence on segmentation within the 
informal sector; low tier free entry segment which involves informal workers who are low paid 
and have irregular jobs and an upper tier informal workers who are self-employed and 
entrepreneurs that achieve higher incomes than some formal wage earners (Tokman V, 1986). 
Informal sector in Kenya is known as „Jua Kali‟ which literary means fierce sun in Swahili (World 
Bank, 2016). The name originates from the fact that the informal workers work under very 





involved is tough and hard usually done under harsh conditions inappropriate for labour neither 
regulated nor safe. In 2014, the Kenya National Bureau of Statistics reported that the informal 
sector represents 82.7% of employment in Kenya (ibid). According to the inclusive report of the 
World Bank in 2006 of the Kenyan informal sector, housing, social services provision and slums 
reported a tremendous increase in the activities and participation of the population in the sector. 
This has been largely due to the privatization of the public sector as well as rise in the 
unemployment rate specifically among the youth (World Bank, 2006).  
Kenya‟s  informal  sector  is  huge  and  active  with 95% of  the  country‟s  dealings  and  
businesspersons  found  here (ibid) . According  to  2015  Economic  Survey,  the  total  number  
of  persons  registered  in  both  formal  and  informal  sectors  grew  from  13.5  million  in  2013  
to  14.3 million in 2014, and out of the 799,700 new jobs, 700,000  were  created  in the  
informal  sector (ibid).   
Domestic workers are amongst the most vulnerable group of workers in the informal society and 
they face many challenges such as cultural stigma since they are seen as uneducated and lack 
skills. They are normally mistreated and their privacy is often invaded which leads to slavery like 
practices. Despite their age, they are usually referred to as ´houseboys „and ´house girls´ and 
often face abuse and exploitation which includes emotional, financial, sexual and physical 
abuse which varies across the country (CDTD, 2014). Most girls/boys find themselves in 
domestic work because of lack of choice but not voluntarily. It is mostly because they are either 
orphaned, destitute or families facing conflicts and poverty which leads to lack of education. 
Poverty stricken families send their children to well up relatives in the urban centers to help in 
domestic chores in return get education. Some of them move to urban areas in search of 
employment and due to their low levels of education they are unable to join the formal labour 
market therefore go into the informal sector such as domestic work. Sometimes abandoned or 
orphaned children are taken in by relatives or guardians to assist in their house but they end up 
being exposed to modern day slavery. 
It is necessary to define the term domestic worker in order to know their nature of work. The 
definitions and terms referring to domestic work play an important role in formalization process. 
The term given to a domestic worker may devalue or add value to the profession. The term may 
also lead to submission or empowerment of this occupation. The definition is also very important 
in the sense that it can implicitly exclude/ include some categories of domestic workers 
therefore limiting their coverage. The definition of a domestic worker may vary under the 





domestic work means work performed in or for a household or households and the term 
domestic worker means any person engaged in domestic work within an employment 
relationship (ILO, 2011). 
Four out of five domestic workers are female therefore the chances of being exposed to sexual 
abuse by the employer‟s male family members are very high (ibid). Due to their vulnerability in 
most cases they have no alternative source of livelihood so they end up remaining in their 
current employment to earn a living for survival. Generally, women in the society face difficulties 
speaking out about sexual harassment because of its consequences, domestic workers face 
further challenges addressing sexual harassment due to the stigma that surrounds it (ibid). 
Despite the kind of abuses they go through domestic workers rarely speak because their 
employers are able to cover up their stories and will most likely be believed due to their raised 
position in the society. Employers have more privileges than employees and can use structural 
power to silence them (ibid). 
Domestic work is one of the most vulnerable form of employment in the informal sector. Its 
employment relationship takes place in a private sphere, can be blurred or disguised by social 
norms & highly personalized context and in many countries it falls outside the regulatory 
framework (ILO, 2016).The invisibility of domestic work makes it informal because it is hard for 
the public to see decent work deficit. The illusion that a domestic worker is a member of the 
family also interferes with the employment relationship leading to delay in payments or payment 
in kind. Formality of domestic work may differ depending on how a country defines it, for 
example in Brazil a  domestic worker is in formal employment if he/she has a work booklet that 
is signed by his/her employer indicating salary, function, type of employment, admission date 
and other key terms and conditions of work (ibid).   
Globally the number of domestic workers keeps increasing. According to ILO estimates in 2010 
there were 52.6 million (ILO, 2013) domestic workers while in 2013 they were estimated to be 
67.1 million (ILO, 2015a). An increase in domestic work can be linked to socio, economic and 
demographic changes where both men and women participate in the labour market as well as 
an ageing population (Peterson, 2016). In the recent decades women have increasingly 
participated in jobs that were traditionally considered as masculine and paid labour. The 
increasing participation of women in the labour market has changed the way work was 
traditionally organized therefore creating a demand for domestic workers (ILO, 2009). 
Employing a domestic worker is seen as a strategy to support middle class women to participate 





worker to take care of their children or an elderly relative while they are working (Anderson, 
2000). 
Declining welfare provisions from the state intensified with majority of families being nuclear with 
no support from the relatives like it was traditionally and this has led to a demand of domestic 
work (ibid). Over the past few years there has been an increase in attacks on the welfare state 
and public services. This has led to a decline in investments directed towards day care, after 
school programs and institutions that take care for the elderly as well as privatization of 
healthcare. This shortage has seen many people hire domestic workers in private homes to help 
them take care of their children. 
Domestic work is common in regions that have very strong social hierarchies that are 
characterized by socio-economic inequalities (Blofield and Jokela 2018). This inequalities 
therefore produce a demand for domestic workers and a ready supply for cheap domestic 
labour (Anderson 2000, Jokela 2015, Lutz 2011 Milkman et al 1998, Sarti 2006). With the rising 
inequality across the globe, domestic work continues to increase more so in developing 
countries. This explains why Latin America is the region with the highest level of economic 
inequality in the world (Gasparini et al., 2011) hence the highest number of paid domestic 
workers (ILO, 2013). Developed countries have a lesser share of domestic workers, a good 
example is the Nordic countries that are known for their lowest level of inequality in the world. In 
2007 Denmark had 3,900 domestic workers, in 2008 Finland had 8200 domestic workers and 
Norway in 2008 had 2000 domestic workers and they represent a very small share in total 
employment (ILO, 2013). This is due to public provision of childcare and the elderly which are 
the common tasks that domestic workers undertake in developing countries. 
Domestic work is highly invisible, has low status, poor wages, associated with low skills and low 
education levels. Therefore, this attributes of domestic work have led to vulnerability in terms of 
exploitation and abuse (Kidist, 2012). Due to the difficulties associated with regulating domestic 
work this leads to domestic workers accepting, poor working conditions therefore leading to 
precarious work and irregular employment relationship thus promoting poverty. Employers and 
the society at large play a big role through cultural and social norms. In most cases there is 
limited legal protection or in some cases it is unavailable. Where legal protection is available it is 
rarely implemented on the ground since the bargaining power is asymmetrical. Also the 





Domestic work encompasses aspects of discrimination in terms of race, tribe among others 
which reduces their confidence to realize their rights with a majority being women (ILO, 2015b). 
Violation of workers‟ rights in an industrial sector is often addressed through unionization that 
help them agitate for better terms and conditions of work. This model however is not favorable 
to domestic work due to their nature of work. Withdrawal of labour through strikes is simply not a 
solution as an employer can easily hire another worker who will readily accept the bare 
minimum due the levels of poverty (ibid). In Kenya, despite domestic workers being legally 
protected they rarely receive this benefits as most of them are not aware and in cases where 
employers are aware they are ignorant and take advantage of the employees vulnerability.  
A good example is the implementation of the minimum wage; few employers pay their domestic 
workers as per the law (Owidhi, 2017). Kenya is yet to ratify ILO Convention 189 that promotes 
decent work for domestic workers. Academicians and non-governmental organizations have 
carried out research on domestic work with their main focus on the rights of domestic and child 
domestic workers, migrant domestic workers and a gender perspectives but very little attention 
has been given to this area especially from a legal perspective in Kenya. Therefore, the main 
purpose of this study is to identify how this group of workers can be formalized despite their 
unique characteristics. The study will analyze domestic workers to identify the factors that lead 
to informality of domestic work, determinants of domestic work and look at the economic and 
structural issues that affect the process of formalization. 
Therefore the study used the following questions with the main question of the study being how 
we can formalize domestic workers supported by the following sub questions: 
1. What is the global extent and characteristics of domestic work? 
2. What are the economic and social determinants of domestic work in Kenya? 
3. What are the characteristics of domestic work in Kenya? 
The study used secondary data and statistics, published scientific research, journal articles, 
reports, conference papers and other documents from the International Labour Organization 
(ILO), International Domestic Workers Network (IDWN), Global and National unions, the Global 
action research policy network Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing 
(WIEGO), Human Rights Watch and other relevant NGO´s as well as standard textbooks. Data 
from the Employment and Labour Relations Court (ELRC) of Kenya website that provides real 
cases that are related to domestic workers will be used to demonstrate the kind of violations 





showcase violations of human rights towards domestic workers. The study will also use a 
theoretical and empirical framework to better understand the informality of domestic workers 
and how it can be formalized. 
The study is organized as follows. Chapter one gives a global analysis of domestic work cit ing 
international experiences of countries that have formalized the sector or are in the process of 
formalization. A brief history of domestic work will be analyzed to better understand the problem 
of informality of domestic work. Further it will have a literature review on other works that have 
been studied relating to formalization of domestic work. 
Chapter two will focus on the determinants of domestic work in Kenya. It will discuss the 
economic and structural issues such as demographic, migration, lack of good jobs in informal 
sector, high inequality, and low degree of industrialization, among others that affect the process 
of formalization. It will further analyze the labour market in Kenya to find out the rigidities 
towards formalization. Chapter three focuses on domestic work in Kenya their characteristics 
and what can be done to overcome informality.  The last chapter is the final considerations and 
focuses on the recommendations pertaining to formalizing domestic work in Kenya. 
Formalization of   domestic work is necessary to the development of the country, but at same 
time the economic development of country is very important to reduce, eliminate, or improve the 
conditions of domestic workers. Protection of rights of the domestic  workers  by  adopting  
international  labour  standards  and  comprehensive  law  at national level. Removal of barriers 
that affect the process of formalization and to promote decent work for this group of workers is 











CHAPTER ONE: GLOBAL ANALYSIS OF DOMESTIC WORK 
1.1 Introduction  
This chapter aims at giving a global picture of domestic work by analyzing their characteristics, 
factors that promote domestic work and informality. This chapter will also look into the history of 
domestic work looking for the best examples to show how and why informality has persisted and 
what can be done to solve this problem. It will also have a review past work on informality to 
have a better understanding of informality and what it means to formalize domestic work. 
Domestic work is one of most important sources of employment around the world. Domestic 
workers usually  work  for  long  hours  with  poor  remuneration,  and  have  less  social 
protection (D´Souza, 2010). They are more vulnerable to abuse since their working conditions 
are regulated by their employers (ibid). Most of them come from poor families or rural areas 
where limited access to  education  and  skills  make  them  bound  to  choose  this  profession 
(ibid).  
According to national surveys in 117 countries, the International Labour Organization estimates 
that the number of domestic workers is 52.6 million and there has been a growth of minimum 19 
million from 1995 until 2010 (ILO, 2013).  
The society still holds the stigma making it difficult for them to get out of this situation. The issue 
of domestic workers has been a key concern to the International Labour organization. It first 
came to the attention of ILO in 1936 when they adopted the Holiday with pay convention which 
gave the right to six days of paid leave to workers in the manufacturing and other range of 
industries (D´Souza, 2010). Since domestic workers were excluded from this legislation, it gave 
rise to a need to discuss the importance of them being included in a future conference. Later in 
1948 a resolution related to the conditions of employment for domestic workers was adopted by 
the ILO (ILO, 1948). Then in 1965, a normative action was issued giving a resolution to attend 
to the need of domestic workers by describing the basic and minimum conditions they are 
entitled to (ILO, 1965). Further, in the 1970 a survey was published on the status of domestic 
workers and it showed that majority of domestic workers around the world were still excluded 
from the legislation (ILO, 1970). The ILO has therefore continued to undertake and contribute to 





1.2 A global history of domestic work. 
The concept of domestic work can be linked to the global history of colonialism, slavery and 
servitude. Due to its history domestic work has been seen as a continuation of women assumed 
natural roles. The fact that it is located in the family sphere it is regarded as an extension of 
kinship rather than contractual commitment (Ally, 2009). The ideological constructions of 
domestic workers and slaves hidden in homes depicts them as inferior and voiceless with a 
majority of them being women, non-whites, migrants and children. 
For a long time domestic work was not studied by academicians as part of labour history. Most 
research on labour history was focused on industry or factory work excluding domestic workers 
and women alleging they were difficult to organize and therefore irrelevant for labour 
organizations1. It is only in the 1970‟s that historians mostly women began to research on 
domestic work. Researchers focused on domestic workers struggles to achieve better working 
conditions by forming networks and joining male dominated organizations. To achieve their 
identity in North America, the Finnish women migrant domestic workers at the US-Canadian 
border in the 20th Century involved building on class conscious, assertion and resolving conflict 
involving domestic work (Franzway et al, 2009). 
When the new labour history was developed in the 1960‟s more attention was given to the 
working class and working class culture paying little attention to domestic workers and excluded 
them from the context of labour internationalism. It is important to note that domestic workers 
identified on both their status as workers and internationalism as early as 1900. Internationalism 
is not just a fact of capital mobility and its power or of international proletarian gendered-mass 
migration that was evident in 1880-1914 but of domestic workers difficulties of regulating their 
terms and condition of work. In Stockholm a domestic workers organization was formed in 1904 
and agitated for their rights locally and internationally (Gavanas, 2010). They even published 
journals and information across countries revealing networks that emanated from the migration 
patterns of Nordic domestic workers in the 20th century but all this went unrecognized in labour 
history2. 
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Labour history Scholars like Peter Laslett (Laslett, 1965) and Michael Mitterauer (Mitterauer, 
1990) recognized domestic work as a life cycle in the West European demographic history. That 
is young people could first work at other people‟s households for a certain period, gain 
experience, get married and later establish nuclear families of their own. 
Marxist feminist argued that domestic work produced a commodity (labour power) that is 
necessary for capitalist accumulation (Engels, 1884). This is because according to Marx 
domestic labour is the portion of necessary labour that is performed outside the sphere of 
capitalist production (Lise Vogel, 1983). Capitalism is profit oriented and it does so by 
appropriating surplus value in the form of wage labour. Domestic labour takes place in isolation 
that is from wage labour and is enhanced by male supremacy because men participate in wage 
labour while women participate in unpaid domestic labour (ibid).  
Other feminists such as Heidi and Delphy looked at domestic work as a mechanism to preserve 
patriarchy (Hartman 1976, Delphy 1980).Their argument cannot be based as the historical 
reason for the existence of domestic work rather the exploitation of the wage worker through the 
capitalist mode of production provides a basis for the historical existence of domestic work (Ally 
2009, Secombe 1973, Hartman 1976). Feminist activist questioned the assumption that all 
women‟s work is affected by patriarchy and capitalism therefore creating a common ground for 
solidarity. This because some women did not have to do domestic work but employed other 
women to do the same work instead by use of class and race privileges (Mariarosa, 1972). 
Labour migration was evident in historical times and affected and still continues to affect women 
where women migrant workers are overrepresented in domestic work3. There are 11.5 million 
migrant domestic workers out of the global total 67.1 million, where 8.45 million are female (ILO, 
2015).A majority of migrant workers are in high income countries such as North America, 
Northern, Southern and Western Europe (Martin 2005) . This is due to demand and supply from 
the developing countries to the developed countries that is heightened by the demographic, 
economic and human security differences which encourages migration for employment (ibid). 
Globalization has further increased inequality and poverty especially for developing nations 
(Stiglitz 2006). Stiglitz further adds that through the increasing movement of goods, services, 
capital and even labour people are becomingly increasingly integrated across borders though 
unequally (ibid).Therefore developing countries continues to be subordinated to developed 
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nations. This process mostly affects women who in many countries have low levels of education 
and have high levels of unemployment which subjects them to poverty leading to feminization of 
migration (United Nations, 2005).Consequently, women face challenges entering the formal 
labour market and hence the high participation in the informal sector such as domestic workers. 
A migrant worker generally faces precarious working conditions and it‟s especially worse for 
women migrant domestic workers (ILO 2015). Migration could be internal that is movement from 
rural to urban centers such as in ancient India, preindustrial and industrializing Europe, or 
present-day Africa4. External migration involves crossing international borders which meant 
working in a country with a different language and culture. Today taking a job in a household 
could provide entry into a labour market that is inaccessible. In colonial settings domestic 
workers have crossed borders as slaves/bonded labourers or bearers of imperialist cultures5. 
The end of the Second World War saw a decrease of domestic workers especially in the 
developed countries due to industrial development (Platzer, 2006; Romero 1998). This was as a 
result of a rise in the living standard in the 1950s and 1960s that saw lower class married 
women who supplied domestic labour pull out from the labour market (Myrdal, 1956). This saw 
an observed decline of birth rates in Sweden due to lack of domestic workers (Myrdal, 1956; 
Platzer 2006).Expansion of the welfare state created new employment opportunities such as 
welfare institutions sponsored by the government created service jobs that saw women enter 
the labour market (Andersen, 1990). It also led to an increased use of home appliances, social 
policies such as public childcare, full employment and reduction of inequality more so in the 
Northern European countries that saw the decline of domestic workers in the 1970‟s (ibid). 
Other studies stated that not only economic development but also the stigma and the nature of 
the occupation would lead to the disappearance of domestic work (Coser 1973). 
 
Domestic work in the developing countries dates back to colonialism. The colonizers took with 
them the European tradition of servitude to the colonies and integrated it with the colonies 
existing domestic services (Hakins & Lowrie 2014, Lima 2015). During this period domestic 
work was fairly respected unlike as it was perceived in the European setting (Kuznesof 1989). 
At the same time in the developing countries they spent many years struggling for 
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 See contributions of Shireen Ally and Robyn Pariser published in Towards a Global History of Domestic Workers 
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independence and after gaining independence they left the colonies therefore lowering demand 
for domestic work. Nevertheless, elites in the colonized society had also acquired the colonizers 
ways of hiring domestic workers as in countries such as Indonesia and Malaysia (Stoler, 2002).  
Therefore, after independence domestic work did not completely come to an end although there 
were economic consequences as former colonizers withdrew capital creating economic crisis 
and unemployment (ibid). The new governing elites in the colonies failed to pursue strategies 
towards employment creation and where they did it was only in low wage employment which in 
most cases did not produce sustainable income for women. As a result of this post-colonial 
migration begun from Africa and the Caribbean to Europe and the Philippines to the United 
States. While those migrating did not intend to work as domestic workers the labour market in 
those countries limited them in the very sector therefore creating inequalities across regions. 
This is because it is difficult for them to access formal jobs in a foreign country and the easiest 
place to start off is usually as an informal worker (ILO 2013). 
In the 20th century domestic work started growing. According to ILO statistics, domestic work 
grew by 20 million worldwide between 1995 to 2010 (ILO, 2013).This was as a result of 
increased participation of women in the labour force, a decline in state welfare provision as well 
as an active lifestyle which increased demand for domestic work while harsh economic 
conditions in the developing countries have increased demand. It has been argued that hiring a 
domestic worker is a way to avoid gendered and generational conflicts in the employer‟s family 
(Anderson, 2001).This is a way to ensure that both the man and woman participate in the labour 
market with a proper balance between work and family. 
Domestic work depicts an asymmetrical employment relationship which is accelerated by ethno-
cultural, skin color, high and low-income distances between societies (Marchetti, 2010; Sheu 
2007). The low wages that are paid to domestic workers shows the global division of labour and 
encourages the growth of domestic work. In the past it was mostly young women who migrated 
to work as domestic workers but recently the pattern has changed since women leave their 
children behind to work (Lutz, 2011). Most of this women are skilled but once they move in 
those countries they find themselves in domestic work due to difficulties in accessing 
employment in their professions. Women from Central America or the Philippines who are 
teachers or nurses leave their countries due to low wages or lack of employment and enter into 
domestic work in those countries (Lorenzo et al, 2007). In Singapore, London and Hong Kong 





The weight of colonialism on domestic work continues to influence labour relations (Zwart et al 
2018). This because post-colonial migration connect former colonizers via traditional migration 
connections. A similar language, easier access to work permits entitlement of residence or 
citizenship as in the case of Algerians in France encourages this type of migration (Bevelander 
et al 2014; Hoerder 2013). Colonizers in return offer development aid to this countries and 
therefore creates domestic labour relationships by hiring generations and generations of 
domestic workers (Ally, 2009). Government in the developed nations have encouraged 
employment of domestic work while building a fortress Europe as well as a barrier between 
North America and Central America (Munz et al, 2007; Dodani et al 2005; UNESCO 2017)). 
Privatization of care institutions in Europe in the 1980‟s and 1990‟s and an ageing population in 
the developed countries has led to an increase in the demand of domestic work and its 
commodification (Milkman et al, 1998). Tax reduction and subsidies in some states in the 
developing countries have encouraged the growth of domestic service and care work (ibid). In 
2007 tax reduction was introduced in Sweden and it saw a growth of domestic service and care 
work accompanied by illegal employment (ibid). 
The struggle for domestic workers began in 1900‟s with informal networks as earlier mentioned 
(Boris et al, 2008; Cock, 1989). Domestic workers conditions differed both nationally and in 
some cases locally making it difficult to organize. During the interwar period some organizations 
emerged to discuss the working conditions of domestic workers (Boris & Fish, 2014; Giles, 
2001). They created alliance with other unions as well as organizations outside the labour 
movement and others were illegal (ibid). However this organizations were short-lived as they 
were interrupted by the war declared by Japan in 1937 and Germany in 19396. 
Reorganizing domestic workers started in the 1980‟s in the developing countries and in the 21st 
century in the developed countries (Hobden 2015; Hoerder et al 2013). The first organization for 
domestic workers in Latin America was formed in 1988 (Blofield, 2009; Bonner & Carre, 
2013).In Africa domestic workers started to organize in the 1980‟s where the ANC in South 
Africa was the first to recognize domestic workers as workers in their labour Act in 1995 (Ally, 
2009).In Tanzania a public campaign in the hotel industry against child labour helped to get the 
attention of domestic workers (Kanyoka, 2013).  Asian domestic workers organization was first 
formed in 1989 (Bonner & Carre, 2013). In Europe, domestic workers first met in 2005 in a 
conference organized by European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) and organized by Dutch 
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trade union federation (FNV) in close collaboration with the Platform for International 
Cooperation on Undocumented Migrants (Pic GM) and the Industrial Restructuring Education 
Network Europe (IRENE) which was followed by a global conference for domestic worker in 
2006 in Netherlands (Mather, 2013; Bonner & Carre, 2013). 
It is important to note that demand for domestic workers has been on the international agenda 
since the 1920‟s (Hoerder et al 2013). In 1940, the ILO postponed discussion of domestic 
workers and resumed in 1963 (ILO, 2017). In the 1970s ILO continued investigating issues 
concerning domestic work and it is only in 2007 when the International Trade Union 
Confederation (ITUC) and IUF contacted the ILO, actual steps were taken towards a 
convention. With the support, Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing 
(WIEGO) and Industrial Restructuring Education Network Europe (IRENE)7. This support on a 
global scale led to the formation of an International Domestic Workers' Network leading to the 
achievement of ILO convention 189 on Decent Work for Domestic Workers on June 20118. 
So far 25 countries have ratified convention 189 which has acted as tool for local, regional and 
international mobilization of domestic workers9.Uruguay was the first to adopt convention 189 
and has seen protection of the rights of domestic workers. Following these, countries like 
Ecuador have seen inclusion of domestic workers in the minimum wage and ensuring that their 
wages are equal to other workers in the same category10.Ecuador also joined Chile and Brazil in 
granting full time domestic worker a salary as per the minimum wage which was prompted by 
ratification of C189.In Latin America left wing governments have helped in the ratification of 
convention 189 and put more pressure into its enforcement such as in Brazil, Chile, Uruguay, 
Argentina and Ecuador especially when domestic workers organized and asked them to do so 
(Blofield, 2012; Levitsky and Roberts, 2011). 
1.3 Understanding informality 
The debates on informality started with economic theories that were popular in the 
1950‟s.Economist such as Arthur Lewis were of the view that the informal sector was as a result 
of surplus labour in developing countries who would eventually join the modern sector as a 
result of economic growth (Lewis, 1954). This theory shows the informal sector as short-lived 
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and would therefore fade due to modern, industrial growth. This view has been challenged as 
the informal sector is growing and expanding despite improved economic growth (Rothenberg et 
al, 2017; Heintz et al 2003; Clement, 2015). Therefore this creates a lot of surplus labour since 
graduates cannot find job opportunities in the labour market. Hence with economic growth that 
translates to job creation, regulation and social policies that promote creation of employment 
young people will stay in school for a longer period while the old retire early and therefore create 
space for new entrants in the labour market. This would in turn reduce inequality as well as 
poverty.  
In the early 1970‟s the term informal sector was coined by the economic Anthropologist Keith 
Hart during his research on economic activities in Ghana which showed that informal activities 
were still alive and growing (Hart, 1973). The term informal sector became popular after an ILO 
report analyzing the economic activities outside the formal sector using the same term. This 
report concluded that informal activities were unrecognized, unrecorded, unprotected and 
unregulated and involved various types of activities from survivalist to profitable (ILO, 1972). 
The following saw a rise in various schools of thought on the informal sector. The dualistic, 
structuralism, legalist and voluntarist where each of this has a different perspective on the 
informal economy. The dualist or traditional school of thought views the informal sector to be 
linked with the rest of the economy (ibid). It characterizes the informal economy as one which is 
unregulated, with ease of entry, operates on small scale and skills are mostly acquired outside 
formal school (Chen, 2012; Heintz, 2012). According to the dualist this is because of imbalances 
in the economy resulting from a growth of population in relation to industrial growth and a 
mismatch of peoples skills. 
The structuralists focus on relationships of production and views the informal economy as 
systematically linked to the capitalist mode of production (Portes et al, 1989). For capitalists to 
increase their competitiveness and reduce labour cost they promote informal production and 
employment relationships that are subordinate (Chen, 2007; Chen, 2012; Bhat & Yadav 2017). 
They do so by reducing the power of organized labour, avoiding state regulation of the economy 
to achieve global competitiveness. Structuralist argue that the informal enterprises and informal 
wage workers are subordinated to capitalists mode of production as they produce cheap goods 
and services that are consumed by the poor in the society (ibid). 
The legalist or neoliberal school of thought is inspired by De Soto who focuses on the informal 





result of capitalist who he refers to as „mercantilist‟ who choose to avoid unnecessary cost by 
evading tax and also saving time required to go through the formal procedure. The cumbersome 
procedure to become formal that governments put in place is a barrier to formalization (USAID, 
2005; Oviedo, 2009; Chen, 2012). Neoliberalist argue that all restrictions in the market should 
be removed and advocate for non-state interference as they see it as creating market rigidities 
by affecting individuals freedom as well as allocation of resources (O‟Connor, 2010; Kotz, 
2000). 
The voluntarist school of thought was introduced by Maloney and focuses on the self-employed 
especially men in their informal enterprises (Maloney, 2004). He views the informal economy as 
one that is characterized of entrepreneurs that choose to avoid the cost of registering a formal 
firm. This entrepreneurs voluntarily choose to operate informal enterprises illegally after 
weighing the cost and befits of the formal economy (ibid). Unlike the legalist school of thought 
that blames the cumbersome procedure of registering a formal firm, the voluntarist argue that 
informality is a choice to enjoy the benefits that come along with it (Chen, 2012). 
There are various debates regarding the term formalization. Chen discusses that according to 
the dominant theories domestic work does not fit in the definition of informality according to 
economics. This because formalization of domestic work should include regulation and taxation, 
legal recognition and protection as workers and should enjoy fundamental rights and freedom 
just as any other worker (Chen, 2011). She also suggests that formalization is a gradual 
process which does not automatically occur but includes various stakeholders for it to eventually 
occur (ibid). 
Considering the four pillars of decent working, according to the ILO transition to formality 
involves rights at work, employment promotion, social protection and social dialogue (ILO, 
2008). In line with this the ILO adopted Convention 189 on Decent Work for domestic workers 
which seeks to bring domestic workers under the scope of the law. Although other labour 
standards excluded domestic workers earlier on, once a state member ratifies convention 189 
the process towards formalizing domestic workers begins (Oelz, 2014). The main challenge 
towards formalization is to reduce decent work deficits where work is performed outside the 
scope of the law (ILO, 2008; ILO 2002). 
1.4 An overview of domestic work 
The International Labour Organization estimates that there are over 67.1 million domestic 





data to show the number of persons engaged in domestic work, it is a clear indication that it 
employs a large number of people. As of 2013, domestic work worldwide accounted for 1.7% of 
total employment and 3.6% of wage employment (ILO, 2013)  
Table 1. 1: Distribution of Domestic workers by region 
 
Source: ILO 2013 
Developed nations have few domestic workers who are mostly migrants as compared to 
developing countries. The main employers of domestic workers in Europe are Spain, Italy and 
France where Spain mainly draws its labour from Spanish speaking countries in Latin America 
and France from Francophone Africa (ILO, 2015a). The low incidence of domestic work is 
because care work is mainly provided publicly which is the main task that domestic workers 
perform in developing countries (Jokela 2018; ILO, 2013).  
In contrast developing countries have a higher share of domestic workers. Asia and the Pacific 
is the largest employer of domestic workers accounting for 41% of the global total followed by 
Latin America and the Caribbean with a share of 37% and Africa 10% of the global total (ILO, 
2013).Income inequality is directly linked to domestic work as shown through an empirical study  
by Milkman et al in their study in United States where they show importance of class in 
determining the dynamics of domestic work (Milkman et al, 1998). They also show how 
domestic work helps create more inequalities between women since women who are 





Latin American countries and South Africa have very high levels of inequality which also 
explains the high prevalence of domestic workers (Bhorat & Khan, 2018; Budlender 2000; Nieto, 
2013; Messina & Silva, 2017). The number of domestic workers in Brazil increased from 5.1 
million in 1995 to 7.2 million in 200911.The high number of domestic workers in these countries 
is also linked to lack of public care support where families are mainly responsible for the 
organization of care. Production of inequalities in domestic work is because of its undervaluation 
where it‟s mainly seen as women‟s traditional role (Jokela, 2018). These inequalities are further 
exacerbated by global developments like informality, transnational migration and income 
distribution between poor and rich countries that increase domestic work (ibid). 
Even in a period of post-industrial era domestic work still maintains its historical links to 
economic inequality (ibid). This is seen after the second world war when economic recovery 
begun in areas that were affected by the conflict. This period that is commonly known as the 
golden age was characterized by a high economic growth, high levels of labour productivity and 
low unemployment especially in Western Europe an East Asia (Judt, 2005). As a result of high 
economic growth and high rates of employment workers had more power and with the help of 
trade unions they were able to negotiate for better terms and conditions of work. Social rights 
such as legal rights, health insurance, education and housing policies were extended to citizens 
in an aim to promote equality (Glyn et al, 1990). This led to creation of employment for majority 
of workers therefore substituting domestic work. Industrialization took place thereby creating a 
high income per capita and with this period of full time employment the working hours reduced 
which gave room for people to do their housework despite the shortage of domestic workers 
(Hoerder, 2013). 
Agriculture experienced a slow recovery compared to Manufacturing and mining. Therefore this 
affected growth in developing countries who mostly relied on the growth of developed 
economies for their exports. This is because developing nations were primarily commodity 
exporters. Therefore this created inequalities in growth per capita between countries. For 
example the period 1955-1965 the income per capita for developed nations grew by $43 per 
year and $3 per year for developing nations for the same period (United Nations, 2007). The 
developing nations also suffered from a high population growth accompanied by low food 
production which increased levels of poverty and further accelerated inequality (ibid).  
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This history of trade where developing countries export primary commodities hence their 
reliance on developed nations prevails till date and has significant implications to developing 
nations (Collier, 2002; Page & Hewitt, 2001; Savascm, 2012). This has affected the type of 
employment created because developing nations have failed to diversify and largely depend on 
agriculture and natural resources which creates little and indecent work thereby increasing 
levels of poverty that creates inequalities thereby promoting domestic work (Collier, 2002). 
Domestic work is predominantly a female dominated activity accounting for 83% of women of all 
domestic workers (ibid).In most regions of the world women in domestic work outnumber men 
and where men are involved they carry out better paid task such as gardeners, chauffer‟s and 
security guards (ibid). Therefore domestic work provides a source of income to women who face 
challenges in entering the formal labour market. 
Table 1.2: Distribution of domestic workers by sex and region 2010 
 
Source: ILO estimates based on data from official sources. 
Latin America & Caribbean and the Middle East account for the largest share of female 
domestic workers ranging from 92% to 63% respectively (ILO, 2013).Considering that domestic 
work is characterized by poor working conditions and inadequate legal protection which further 
accentuates gender disparities in the labour market. This particularly makes it an important 
issue for policy makers because formalizing domestic work is one way to eliminate gender 





Most of the developed countries partly cover domestic workers in the national labour laws and 
others in part by special or subordinate laws. Western Europe and Scandinavian countries 
regulate the working conditions of domestic by special laws while France and Italy have 
collective bargaining agreements for domestic workers (ILO, 2013) 
Figure 1. 1: Coverage of domestic workers by national labour legislation across the 
world, 2010 
 
The Arab states excludes domestic workers from the national legislation with only 1% covered 
by subordinate labour laws (ILO, 2013). In some cases there exists mandatory standard 
contracts between the employer and employee that offer protection. Unfortunately, the 
bargaining power is asymmetrical and therefore there is power imbalance which weakens their 
terms and conditions of work. An estimated 70% of domestic workers enjoy some legal 
protection although their protection may differ from other workers and the degree of protection is 
weak (ibid).This is mainly experienced in Latin America and the Caribbean (77%), Africa (85%) 
and the developed nations (78%)  where domestic workers have some level of protection (ibid). 
In order to achieve decent work, domestic work should at least be protected by the basic 
minimum laws but in some countries they are excluded from labour laws. An estimated 47.8% of 
domestic workers are covered in part by the general labour laws while 29.9% are excluded from 





The working time of domestic workers is among the longest and most unpredictable due to its 
informal nature of employment. Live in domestic workers experience long working hours for 
example in Chile live out domestic workers in 2010 worked for an average of 40 hours a week 
while live in worked for an average of 67.6 hours a week (ibid).The situation is even worse for 
migrant domestic workers who the most common arrangements are live in for both internal and 
external migrants. 
According to an ILO study, domestic workers in Namibia, United Republic of Tanzania and 
Malaysia worked for an average of 62 hours per week (2007), 63 hours a week (2006), 65.9 
hours per week (2008) respectively (ILO, 2013).Interestingly in this study, Latin America‟s 
countries do not experience the problem of long working hours where in industrialized nations 
they have less working hours due to prevalence of part-time work. The average weekly hours 
for domestic workers in Norway is 15.6 hours and in Lithuania 39.6 hours which depicts unequal 
distribution of working hours between regions therefore increasing inequality among domestic 
workers (ibid). 
Domestic workers maybe expected to be on standby duty which becomes hard to distinguish 
between working time and rest time. Domestic work is therefore seen as an all time work 
leading to its poor regulation. Paid annual leave for domestic workers differ according to 
regions. For domestic workers in Zambia they are granted not less than two days of paid leave 
per month12 while in Mozambique it depends on the number of years worked i.e on the first 
years 12 days of paid holiday, 24 days of paid holiday for the 2nd year and 30 days of paid 
holiday for the 3rd year and above13. Spain guarantees domestic workers 30 days of paid leave 
with 15 consecutive days14.  Despite this, countries such as Finland, France and South Africa 
have put in place policies that protect domestic workers need to rest and fair compensation 
(ILO, 2011). 
Domestic workers are amongst the lowest paid workers in most countries earning around 40% 
of average wages (ILO, 2013). The low levels of remuneration are linked to different factors 
such as low skills as well as low levels of education (ILO, 2010). Minimum wages can be used 
as a tool to improve the wages of domestic workers. In South Africa the low wages of domestic 
workers are mostly associated with the fact that most of them are black women and from low 
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social strata which is the same for Brazil. The introduction of a minimum wage in South Africa in 
2002 saw an increase in domestic workers‟ wages (Dinkelman and Ranchhod, 2012). This 
shows that employers are willing to comply with minimum wages and a boost of the minimum 
wages has a huge impact to domestic workers as most of them receive minimum wages. This 
was the same for Brazil when in 2003 the general minimum wage for workers started gradually 
increasing. This led to an increase in the wages received by domestic workers. In 2008, almost 
47% of all registered domestic workers received the minimum wage which shows the 
effectiveness of this increase (ILO/SIALC, LABORSTA). 
Figure 1. 2: Trends in real minimum wages and real average wages of domestic workers 
in Brazil, 1995–2011 (in constant 2010 BRL) 
 
Source: ILO 2013 
The weak bargaining position as well as administrative barriers such as labour law enforcement, 
lack of sufficient labour inspectors as well as resources also contributes to a low pay (ILO, 
2011). Despite this barriers limiting the right of domestic workers to organize, some countries in 
Latin America, Europe and Africa have formed domestic workers trade unions even though they 
still experience challenge in organizing (ILO, 2011). In countries where they exist barriers in 
forming trade unions they have formed organizations and NGO´s such as in India the Self 





The debate on formalization of the informal sector has been of key concern to the International 
Labour Organization (ILO, 2007; ILO & WTO 2009; FES, 2017). Of more concern here is the 
domestic sector (ILO, 2017; Mousaid et al, 2017; World Bank, 2017; Magalhães 2015) that has 
special attributes that makes it different from other sectors. The adoption of Convention 189 was 
seen as a major milestone in improving decent work for domestic workers. Most countries have 
adopted this convention or come up with other policy intervention aimed at formalizing the 
Sector. 
Brazil started the reform process first with an aim to define domestic work and also making 
mandatory their legal identification by use of a labour card. Earlier labour laws had excluded 
domestic workers (Dias, 2014; Gomes and Puig, 2013) but law 3807/1960 guaranteed the right 
to voluntary contributions to social security for domestic workers15.A domestic worker law was 
later promulgated which defined domestic work, made mandatory the registration of their labour 
card and guaranteed them paid vacation16. The new federal constitution that came into force in 
1988 also extended ten out twenty nine fundamental labour rights to domestic workers17.This 
included; minimum wage, irreducibility of wage, annual bonus, annual bonus equal to one 
month salary, paid weekly rest, 30 days annual paid vacation, 120 days maternity leave and 5 
days paternity leave as well as integration to the social security system.  
Law 5.859/1972 followed recognizing few rights and was later modified in 2006 by law 11.324 
which recognized more labour rights for domestic workers and was aimed at formalizing 
domestic work18.In 2008 a law was passed concerning child domestic work listing the worst 
forms of child labour in Brazil which is in conformity with convention 182 of the ILO that Brazil 
has ratified. In 2013 a constitutional amendment was passed recognizing the fundamental 
labour rights to domestic workers guaranteed to a typical employee. This constitutional 
amendment is similar to convention 189 which Brazil recently ratified19. 
Despite this reforms that have been made to protect the rights of domestic workers the still 
remains gaps in implementing the laws. In the period 2001 and 2009 the number of formal 
domestic workers increased by 30% while those informal increased by 20% (IPEA, 2011). The 
decrease of domestic workers in the informal sector was due to some of them moving to the 
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service sector (IBGE, 2012). However the number of informal domestic workers is still high at 
70% with only 10% contributing to social security (ibid). Much of the debate that surrounded the 
approval of the constitutional amendment 72/2013 was that the more domestic work is regulated 
the more informal it becomes although in the Brazilian case this has been proven otherwise20. 
Since in 1988 an increase in formal domestic work was observed and this was after the 
recognition of domestic work in the new federal constitution (1988). The formal sector continued 
to increase the following decade when more rights were extended to domestic workers. The 
growth in the formal domestic work was slow but this is not due to regulation but could be 
associated with the characteristics of domestic work (ILO, 2007). 
In Spain domestic work was traditionally regulated by the civil code as precarious employment 
contract21.In 1944 a law22 was passed that gave domestic workers some benefits on family and 
old age as well as insurance for occupational disease and accidents but it was not implemented. 
Thereafter decree 385/195923 established a special protection regime for domestic workers and 
decree 2346/196924 created a social security regime for domestic workers. This regime 
distinguished full time and part time domestic workers which led to a disadvantage on part time 
employees since it was their own obligation to contribute to social security therefore leading to 
exclusion. The Royal Decree 1424/1985 regulated domestic workers as a special employment 
relationship25. Later it was followed by the 1995 Toledo pact that was aimed to boost the 
reforms needed to improve the social and labour conditions of domestic workers26. As a result 
law no 27/2011 integrated domestic workers into the general social security regime which 
included part-time domestic workers which increased the number of people contributing to the 
social security system27. Royal decree 1620/2011 replaced royal decree 1424/1985 to regulate 
the special work employment, it led to greater job security for domestic workers by revoking 
annual temporary contracts. The law required that as from 1st April 2013 that any worker 
working less than 60 hours per month shall contribute his/her own social security as long as 
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21 Articles 1583-1587 
22
 Law of 19 July 1944 (RCL 1944, 1050). 
23
 Decree 386/1959, 17 March, which creates the Montepío Nacional (RCL 1959, 433). 
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they are in agreement with the employer28. This does not encourage the move to formality 
instead increases informality. 
The Argentine economy has undergone through various labour market reforms in an aim to 
create decent work. The recent reform regarding domestic workers was passed in 2013 law 
26,844 on „Personal household staff‟ which aimed to extend labour and social rights to all 
domestic workers regardless of the number of hours worked. This law repealed the special 
statute on domestic workers law 326/56 by allowing inclusion of all domestic workers and 
meeting the standard of the ILO convention 189 (Poblete, 2015). In early 2000, the social 
security special regime for domestic workers was created to allow inclusion of more domestic 
workers in the system though it overlaps with the previous law. Generally looking at the 
Argentine economy, a steady growth in formal employment was observed in the period 2003-
2008 which was accompanied by economic growth and changes in the productive structure 
(Casanova, 2016). This is due to revitalization of institutions involved in wage setting and labour 
administration which were seen as rigidities in employment creation in the last century (ibid). 
After this period labour market ceased to show growth which is as a result of internal and 
external factors to the economy such as changes in the productive structure and a shortage of 
foreign currency which is a common phenomenon in the Argentine economy. 
Uruguay was the first country to ratify convention 189 on 16th June 2012.In 2013, a tripartite 
body consisting the Ministry of Labour and Social Security , Union of domestic workers (SUTD) 
and employers‟ organization known as Liga de Amas de Casa (LACCU) signed a collective 
bargaining raising domestic workers wage (Dave, 2016). Through this negotiations it led to a 
reduction in the number of hours worked and an increase in hourly wage. Despite the laws, 
collective bargaining agreements negotiated and campaigns conducted to comply with the laws, 
domestic workers still lack awareness of their rights.  
More so migrant domestic workers who are mostly Bolivians and Peruvians are not aware that 
they are entitled to the same rights as Uruguayan domestic workers therefore employers take 
advantage of them and end up even violating their human rights by confiscating their passports 
and imposing humiliating conditions (Goldsmith, 2013). Employers have also adopted strategies 
to avoid compliance such as asking domestic workers to report to the ministry of labour as 
relatives. Since 2005, there has been a general reduction in informal employment which is 
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accompanied by a strong economic growth. In the period 2005-2012 aggregate employment 
rate increased by 11.3% with an increase in female participation rates (ILO, 2014).Formalization 
was promoted by collective agreements, reforms in the social security and investments 
promotions favouring investments with job creation. 
After the introduction of a minimum wage in South Africa an immediate rise in wages and 
earnings for domestic workers was observed. Sixteen months later after the introduction of the 
sectoral determination Act No. 7 the monthly earnings increased by 22% and nominal wages by 
18% (Ranchhod et al, 2010). It was also observed that the probability of having a formal 
contract increased by 18% with limited effect on the hours of work while the contribution of 
employers to the social security system (UIF) increased by 18-20% (ibid). 
Lastly, domestic work is female dominated and a huge part of domestic work is informal which 
leads to vulnerability of women to poverty. This translates to migration of women from their 
place of origin which is mostly in rural areas to urban areas or to other advanced countries. 
Inequality between countries and regions has played a key role in the high growth of domestic 
work. 
The history of domestic work plays a role in how domestic work is treated and acts as a 
challenge towards formalization since it is still mentally regarded as women‟s work that requires 
little skills or no education. Most countries have been seen not to include domestic workers in 
their labour laws and those that have, its enforcement is very weak which could be attributed to 
the nature of domestic work. Therefore, countries that aim to protect ways should find ways that 
to enforce domestic workers that are different from an organized sector. 
ILO convention 189 on domestic worker was a major milestone for domestic workers which 
gives them a tool and foundation to fight for their rights. Few countries have ratified and with 
more countries ratifying there would be improvement in terms of regulation as seen in countries 







CHAPTER TWO: DETERMINANTS OF DOMESTIC WORK IN KENYA 
2.1 Introduction 
This chapter aims to look at the determinants of domestic work in Kenya. Therefore it will look at 
the Economic and social determinants and give an overview of the labour market in Kenya 
considering the high population growth rate against few employment opportunities available. 
The chapter seeks to look at how economic development for the last 15 years has affected job 
creation and also the structural transformations that have taken place as well as the transitions 
in terms of age structure. It will further look at the migration structure in Kenya to understand the 
push and pull factor and the impacts they have on employment and poverty. 
Kenya is an important region player in the continent and benefits from its geographical location 
which makes it a financial hub in the East African region. Despite political violence, crime, 
drought and famine Kenya still remains the giant economy in East Africa. During the period 
1984-2003 the income per capita remained stagnant and started to rise in the new regime at an 
annual GDP growth rate of 5% reaching its peak in 2007 at 7% which was the highest since 
1986.This is attributed to the market reforms that began in the early 2000‟s but since 2007 the 
economy has been hit by several shocks caused by a decline in the GDP. The GDP hit a flat 
rate in 2008 as a result of the Global financial crisis as well as the 2007/08 post-election 
violence that disrupted the economy threatening investors but it has then improved to 8.4% in 
2010 and then slowed to 5-6% onward. 
Agriculture is the backbone of Kenya‟s economy and in terms of exports and imports Kenya 
suffers from a negative current account balance which affects the growth of aggregate demand. 
It also suffers from huge debts which have recently increased to 52% of GDP due to 
investments on infrastructure. This surpasses the East African Community convergence criteria 
of 50% of GDP. In 2014, Kenya was classified by the World Bank as a lower middle income 
country and as of 2018 it has a GNI per capita of US$ 1380 (AFDB, 2011). 
A notable feature of the Kenyan economy is an emerging middle class thereby increasing 
consumption. A rising middle class can be linked to a rise in shopping malls, thriving house 
market, advancement in automobile market, extension of retail banking and mobile money as 





role in promoting social and economic growth by boosting the purchasing power and therefore 
attracts investors.  
2.2 Structure of the economy. 
Since 2013, the GDP has been growing at an average of 5.6%.In 2017, it slowed down to 4.9% 
from a growth of 5.9% in 2016 (Economic survey, 2018).This was due to uncertainty associated 
with the 2017 general election together with the decline in agriculture as a result of poor weather 
conditions. The widespread drought that was experienced in the last quarter of 2016 negatively 
affected crop production, rearing of animals as well as production of hydro-electric power (ibid). 
The uncertainty associated with the electioneering period reduced investment therefore there 
was a reduction in credit uptake from the private sector. 
During the same period the inflation rose to 11.7% in March 2017 leading to a rise in Consumer 
price index due to the drought as well as increasing oil prices which is a major import in Kenya 
but has remained stable at 4.04% in August 2018 (KNBS, 2018).In Kenya food and energy are 
the main driver of inflation which is aggravated by increase in petroleum prices (World Bank, 
2018). 
Table 2. 1: Economic indicators 2013-2017 
 
Source: Economic Survey 2018 
In 2016 a banking Amendment was passed capping the interest rate at 10%.This is a common 
strategy taken by central governments in order to stimulate economic activities but could work 
Description Unit 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017
Growth of GDP at constant prices % 5.9 5.4 5.7 5.9 4.9
Trade balance Ksh Millions -911029.2 -1081085.3 -996511.7 -853678.0 -1131494.1
Money supply Ksh Billions 1996.2 2330.0 2658.2 2764.5 3010.9
Total domestic credit Ksh Billions 1978.5 2312.0 2793.9 2973.2 3198.3
Balance of payment (Current a/c balance) Ksh Millions -417019.6 -560761.1 -421082.1 -375295.9 -518943.6
GDP per capita (Current prices) Ksh 113539.1 125756.5 142315.9 158575.5 166314.4
GDP per capita (Constant prices) Ksh 87260.9 89430.3 91988.6 94788.5 96799.8
Net lending/borrowing (% of GDP) % -0.1 -9.9 -8.0 -8.5 -8.4
Total National Government expenditure Ksh Billions 1533.0 1953.5 20147.4 2283.0 2777.8
External debt  service charge as (% of GDP) % 1.0 1.8 1.8 1.1 1.4





contrary to that since it further narrows the spread between yields on risk free government 
securities and the maximum allowed lending rates (World Bank, 2018). 
2.2.1 Sectors in the economy 
Agriculture is the backbone of the Kenyan economy accounting for about 25% of the GDP 
annually. It employs over 40% of the total population and about 70% of the rural population 
(USAID, 2018). The sector also accounts for 65% of total exports and provides more than 18% 
of formal employment. The major agricultural exports are Tea, coffee, cut flowers and 
vegetables. Kenya is the world leading exporter of black tea and cut flowers. 
Kenya sits on 580,400 km2 with only 12% of its land considered as high potential for farming 
and intensive livestock production. Some 5.5% is considered as medium potential which mainly 
supports livestock such as sheep and goats. About 82% of the total Kenyan land is classified as 
arid and semi-arid and supports about 25% of human population and 50% of livestock. Since 
most agricultural production is dependent on rain, climatic conditions have a major impact on 
agriculture. 
The Agricultural sector comprises of six subsectors namely; Industrial crops, Food crops, 
Horticulture, Livestock, Fisheries and forestry (G.O.K, 2010). This is enhanced through the use 
of factors of production such as land, water and farmers institutions. The industrial sector 
contributes to 17% of Agricultural GDP and 55% of Agricultural exports, Food crops contributes 
to 33% of Agricultural GDP and 0.5% of agricultural exports, horticulture is the fastest growing 
and contributes to 33% of Agricultural GDP and 38% of Agricultural exports while livestock & 
fisheries contribute to 17% of Agricultural GDP and 7% of Agricultural exports (G.O.K, 2010). 
Livestock & fisheries have a lot of potential that is yet to be exploited. 
The growth of the national economy is linked to growth in agriculture. Agriculture faired well in 
the first two decades after independence recording an impressive growth in Sub-Saharan Africa 
at 6% per annum in agriculture and 7% for the national economy at (G.O.K, 2010). The first 
president promoted agriculture through a strategy known as Rudi mashambani (return to farms) 
which resulted to a growth in small scale farmers (Wafula, 2011). This was possible because 
government offered agricultural extension and research, supported agricultural institutions and 
also availability of land and technology. 
This growth was short lived as between 1980-1990 the agricultural sector recorded an annual 
growth of 3.5% slowing down to 1.3% in late 1990‟s.This was similar to other bad performers in 





Vietnam (4.8 %) (G.O.K, 2010).This was because it is during the same period that the 
government adopted the Structural Adjustments Programs by the IMF and World Bank which 
resulted to cutting down of government expenditure and privatization of the sector.  This led to 
low investment in the sector, mismanagement, collapse of agricultural institutions, abandonment 
of agricultural research and extension. 
In early 2000, an increased growth of 2.4% was observed which is linked to the NARC 
government that came into power in 2003 (G.O.K, 2010). It had efforts to revive agricultural 
institutions and research as well as increased investment in the sector. The government 
identified agriculture as an important sector for economic growth. However in 2008/09 there 
were major setbacks as a result of the post-election violence that occurred after the 2007 
elections resulting to an increase in food and oil prices. Also the global financial crisis of 2008 
that resulted to a decline of negative 2.5% in the agricultural sector (ibid). 
In 2010 growth in the agricultural sector recovered with a vibrant demand in major food staples, 
livestock products and horticultural goods. There was also an increased growth in major exports 
such as Coffee, Tea, Pyrethrum, horticulture and cut flowers (G.O.K, 2010). In 2012, agricultural 
output grew by 3.8% which was twice that experienced in 2011 due to better weather conditions 
(G.O.K, 2012). The increased growth continued until the fourth quarter of 2016 which 
experienced widespread drought due to depressed rains leading to a shortage in major food 
crops as well as key export. Since then, the sector has improved with a notable increase in 
production of cut flowers, fruits and vegetables whose exports grew by 19.7, 16.8 and 10.7 per 
cent respectively in 2017 (Economic Survey, 2018). 
Kenya‟s agricultural sector is mainly dominated by small scale farmers in rural area which 
makes it an important sector for food security and poverty alleviation. In  2016, its share of GDP 
in percentage increased to 32.1% from 27.5% but there was a slight decline in 2017 to 31.5% 
due to poor weather conditions experienced in the first quarter of 2016. Agriculture also 
contributes 27% of GDP indirectly through its linkage to manufacturing, distribution and other 
service related (Kenya Economic report, 2017).  
Development of the industrial sector is important for structural transformation. The growth of 
manufacturing in Kenya is slow and has not been fully exploited. Exports of manufactured 
goods from Kenya has slowed down due to development of the manufacturing sector from 
partner states. Kenya‟s manufacturing sector comprises of micro, small, medium and large 





above 60% while 95% of manufacturing firms in Kenya are micro and small and contribute to 
only 20% of the GDP (Kenya Economic Survey, 2017). A huge number of SME‟s in the country 
that translates to a very low GDP shows their low productivity which is accompanied by lack of 
organization, low wages, precarious work, lack or no rights for workers and informality. 
Subsectors such as agro-processing, textile, leather processing and construction materials are 
key areas that could lead to structural transformation. This is because this areas are labour 
intensive and are of high value adding therefore could spur growth (ibid). The downside in 
Kenya‟s manufacturing sector is dominated by SME‟s that are characterized by low quality jobs 
as well as underemployment leading to vulnerability to poverty. Also the high cost of production 
in Kenya which includes power outages and high electricity tariffs reduces the competitiveness 
of firms compared to other regions (ibid). 
Kenya exports 6% of its total manufactured goods through the East African Common market. 
Cheap imports from China and India to the local and East Africa Common market poses a major 
threat for the development of manufacturing sector in Kenya. Also in 2017 the manufacturing 
sector slowed down recording a growth of 0.2% compared to 2016 where it recorded a revised 
growth of 2.7% (Kenya Economic Survey, 2018). This was because of uncertainty related to the 
2017 general elections reducing investments, high cost of inputs as well as cheap imports from 















Table 2. 2: GDP percentage contribution per sector 
Industry 2013 2014 2015+ 2016+ 2017* 
Agriculture, forestry and fishing 26.4 27.5 30.2 32.1 31.5 
 Mining and quarrying 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 
 Manufacturing 10.7 10 9.4 9.1 8.4 
 Electric Supply 1.1 1 1.4 1.8 1.8 
 Water Supply 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.7 
 Construction 4.5 4.9 4.9 5 5.8 
 Accommodation and food services 1.2 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.8 
 Information and Communication 1.4 1.2 1.5 1.4 1.4 
 Financial and Insurance  6.6 6.8 6.7 7 7.5 
 Real estate 7.9 7.7 7.5 7.4 7.4 
 Professional, scientific and technical  1 1 0.9 0.8 0.8 
 Administrative and support service 1.2 1.1 1 0.9 0.9 
 Public administration and defense 4.4 4.5 4.3 4.2 4.3 
 Education 5.3 5.2 4.9 4.3 4.1 
 Health and Social work 1.6 1.7 1.7 1.7 1.6 
 Arts, entertainment and recreation 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 
 Other service 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 
 Activities of households as employers 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.4 0.4 
 Financial Intermediation Services Indirectly 
Measured -2.6 -2.5 -2.6 -2.8 -3 
 All industries at basic prices 81.2 92.2 94.1 90.5 88 
 Taxes on products 18.8 7.8 5.9 9.5 12 
 GDP at market prices 100 100 100 100 100 
 * Provisional,  + Revised 
      Source: Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, Economic Survey 2018. 
Despite agriculture recording a decreased growth of 1.6% in 2017 compared to a growth of 
4.7% in 2016 (Economic Survey 2018). The service sector has been growing and accounts for 
half of Kenya‟s GDP. In 2017 Accommodation & food services grew by 14.7% which was mainly 
boosted by a growth in the tourism sector which was earlier affected by insecurity leading to 





grew by 11% in 2017 which is due to the advancement of ICT in Kenya through M-PESA, which 
is a mobile payment application used by 2/3 of Kenya‟s population (ibid). Other service sector 
include Transport & Storage which grew by 7.3% and Real estate which grew by 6.5% in 2017. 
Finance & insurance recorded a decline in growth of 3.1% in 2017 as compared to 6.7% in 
2016. This could be linked the capping of interest rate introduced in August 2016 (ibid). 
The service sector makes up the largest share of employment with major employers being 
Health, Education and ICT and Public Administration. Financial and Insurance activities make 
up the smallest share of employment (ibid). Although the service sector generates employment 
and it is indeed thriving much of the employment created in this sector is characterized by 
decent work deficit promoting vulnerability to poverty. 
2.2.2 Imports and Exports 
The major exports in Kenya are Tea, coffee, Cut flowers, legumes and Titanium ore with top 
export destination being United States, the Netherlands, East African Community, Pakistan and 
the United Kingdom. Major imports includes refined petroleum, Machinery and Motor vehicle 
with top import destination as China, India, Japan, United Arab Emirates and South Africa. 
Kenya is largely a trade deficit country with a higher ratio of imports in relation to exports. In 
2017, its balance of trade deficit grew from Ksh 853.7 billion in 2016 to Ksh 1,131.5 billion in 
2017 which was contributed by a 20.5% increase in imports from Ksh 1431.8 billion in 2016 to 
Ksh 1725.6 billion in 2017 (Economic Survey, 2018). In 2017 there was an increase of 2.8% in 
exports from Ksh 578.1 billion in 2016 to Ksh 594.1 billion in 2017 due to an increase of 4.8% in 
domestic exports (ibid). Despite this increase in exports the ratio of export to imports worsened 
from 40.4% in 2016 to 30.4% in 2017 due to a rapid growth of imports in relation to imports 
(ibid). 
The major imports that led to an increase in the import bill in 2017 were Industrial machinery, 
Petroleum products, and road motor vehicle, animal and vegetable fats & oils and Sugar (ibid). 
Whereas the major exports that increased the foreign exchange in the country  in 2017 were 
Tea, Horticulture, apparel and clothing, Coffee and Titanium ores accounting for 64.8% of total 
export earnings. 
Despite a low share of import as compared to export the Kenyan currency is another factor that 
contributes to the large trade deficit. In 2017 it was observed that the Kenyan Shilling 
strengthened among most trading currency but weakened against the Euro and the United 





2.3 Social Indicators 
2.3.1 Population structure 
Since independence the population has been increasing rapidly as a result in 1980 Kenya was 
ranked as the country with highest population growth in the world. According to World Bank the 
age groups 0-14 were the majority followed by the working age population 15-64 (Kimenyi et al 
2016). In 2014, those aged 0-14 accounted for 19.1 million, ages 15-34 were 16.1 million, ages 
35-64 were 8.9 million whereas those aged 65+ were below 3% of the total population 
accounting for 1.2 million. The population growth rate is at 2.6% per annum (Knight Frank, 
2018). According to KIHBS 2015/16, Kenya‟s population was estimated to be 45 million which is 
an increase from 35 million recorded by KIHBS 2005/06 and 38 million recorded by the 2009 
KHPC. Female population (50.6%) is higher as compared to that of males (49.4) and there are 
more males (50.4%) living in urban areas whereas majority of females (50.2%) live in the rural 
areas (KIHBS, 2015/16).  
Figure 2. 1: Kenya population pyramid 2016 
 
Source: KIHBS 2015/16 from the Kenya National Bureau of statistics. 
National sex ratio stands at 97.5 while sex ratio is higher in urban areas (101.5%) than in rural 
areas (95.3%) this is because it is mostly males who migrate from the rural areas to urban areas 
in search of work or start a business leaving their families in the rural areas. Urban population 
has increasingly grown from the 1950‟s (5.5%) to 2014 (25.20%).According to KIHBS 2005/06 





Despite the fact that urbanization has taken place in Kenya due to rural urban migration, it is 
estimated that the majority of the population will remain in the rural areas in the coming years 
(Kimenyi et al 2016). 
Figure 2. 2: Population distribution by sex and residence 2015/16 
 
Source: Own tabulations from Kenya Integrated Household Budget Survey 2015/16 
Half of the population in Kenya is aged 0-19 years with the largest proportion being that of 5-9 
years representing 14.4% of the total population followed by 0-4 years and the population 
decreases as age increase as those aged 65-69 years represents only 1.4% of the total 
population. This is a slight decrease from the KIHBS 2005/06 as those aged 5-9 represented 
14.5% the total population. In Kenya more than half of the population live in the rural areas. 
Those aged 0-19 years represent a share of 44.5% of those living in urban areas. Ages 15-19 
and 45-49 represents a high share of females representing 108 females out of 100 males while 
those aged 70+ have a low sex ratio of 80.The national sex ratio remained stable at 97.5 while 
that of urban areas increased from 99 in the 2005/06 KIHBS to 101.5 in the 2015/16 KIHBS and 
that of rural areas decreased from 97 to 95.3 respectively.. This shows that majority of females 
still reside in the rural areas while men are increasingly migrating to urban areas. Below is the 
Kenya population pyramid of 2016 which represents a higher population of young people than 
the old therefore in conformity with the population structure of most developing countries. 
The age dependency ratio shows a decreasing trend as according to the 1999 KIHBS it was 





respectively. Population aged below 15 years has continued to decline from 43% in 2009 to 
41.9% and 41.0% in 2005/06 KIHBS and 2015/16 KIHBS respectively due to increased use of 
birth control measures. Those aged 15-64 years continue to  increase from 54.2% to 55.0% in 
the 2005/06 KIHBS and 2015/16 respectively thereby creating a youth bulge as a result of high 
birth rates and declining mortality rates in the early 1980‟s.Those aged 65+ have remained 
below 5% of the total population since 1969. Interestingly, when developed countries are 
struggling with an ageing population developing countries like Kenya are faced with a huge 
youth population thereby producing a demographic dividend which Kenya should take 
advantage of through creation of more jobs in order to boost aggregate demand by creating 
more industries and increasing exports.  
2.3.2 Inequality and poverty 
In Kenya, almost half of the population (47%) lives in poverty and a majority are in the rural 
areas (85%) (KNBS, 2007). This is because most Kenyans live in the rural areas most in 
informal employment especially in agriculture. Despite agriculture being the backbone of 
Kenya‟s economy, it is mostly practiced by subsistence farmers who earn very low incomes. A 
majority of those affected are women especially single mothers. The high poverty levels in the 
rural areas contributes to migration into the urban areas for better economic opportunities as it 
is the case for domestic workers. Data from KIHBS 2005/6 shows a reduction in the levels of 
poverty from 51% in 1997 to 47% (ibid). 






There is also a huge inequality that is between individuals, households and groups. Inequality in 
Kenya is very high even when compared to countries that have a similar internationally 
comparable dollar a day poverty such as Malawi and Ethiopia, with a high rate of inequality in 
earnings and assets such as land (World Bank, 2008). Consumption is high in urban areas than 
in rural areas despite the rural areas having a large share of the population with an average 
expenditure of the bottom rural as 8% and in the urban areas of the top rural decile while the 
ratio in urban areas is close to 1:20 (ibid). 
Figure 2. 3: Population share vs consumption share nationally and by rural and urban 
areas. 
 
Source: KNBS 2013 
Consumption is determined by the income available of which urban areas demonstrate a higher 
income as compared to rural areas.  This inequality paves way for the law of supply and 
demand as many domestic workers migrate from the rural areas to urban areas for better 
opportunities, the high and middle class have conditions to pay low wages and few or no 
benefits to domestic workers 
Inequality also manifest itself between provinces in Kenya. Kenya has 8 provinces with different 
ethnic groups, religions and linguistic as well as other factors. Poverty Incidence in Nairobi and 
Central province are way below the national average, poverty incidence is higher in Coast and 
Western provinces while North Eastern province which is sparsely populated has the highest 
poverty incidence (KNBS, 2007). Poverty and domestic work have a direct relationship as most 





provinces (ANPPCAN 1998). The poverty incidence is even higher across districts varying from 
94% in Turkana to 12% in Kajiado (World Bank, 2008). 
Figure 2. 4: Population and Poverty by Province (2005/6) 
 
There are several drivers of poverty as well as inequality in Kenya resulting from climatic and 
agro ecological differences between regions. They include: Access to income earning 
opportunities, Access to credit, Land ownership, Access to services and Type of households. 
Access to income earning opportunities is related to the overall market development, public 
investments and other programs (ibid). One of the most observable factors is diversification both 
on farm and off farm. On farm it could be through growing additional crops to avoid dependency 
on one crop in order to cushion for shocks. Off farm which is mainly manifested in urban areas 
in the informal sector which despite the decent work deficits associated with it, is a way out of 
poverty. Domestic work is a good example of off farm diversification into the informal economy. 
Changes in education and distance to markets and infrastructure play a big role. For agricultural 
households distance to piped water, markets and a fertilizer seller matter the most (Tavneet et 
al, 2008). Infrastructure have shown an overall improvement over a decade especially for the 
poor narrowing the gaps. Over the years rural households have shown an upward trend in 
economic activities. This was facilitated by rural household engaging in off farm activities which 
was driven by availability of credit, education and access to roads. Diversification differed 
among regions as Eastern province seemed to diversify more than Western and Nyanza 
province also the age and sex composition played a big role as households with adults between 





According to findings one of the main ways out of poverty is access to credit, however most 
Kenyans do not have access to credit more so those in arid areas (World Bank, 2008). This 
disparity can be seen as those who have access to credit as non-poor households have 42% 
above average whereas poor households are 77% below average and in urban areas female 
headed households are more advantaged as they are way below average (ibid). As much as 
exclusion from financial services more so access to credit can be clearly seen, it is important to 
note that Kenya‟s financial sector is very dynamic with significant innovation and expansion 
including group based mechanisms and mobile phones for financial transactions. The youth just 
like other Kenyans are also faced by access to credit problem but as much as liquidity is not a 
problem the Micro Finance institutions face challenges due to lack of support from business 
which calls for greater attention. 
Land ownership is another factor that determines poverty. Kenya has only 20% of its total land 
classified as medium to high potential land which is densely populated as out of every 4 
Kenyans 3 live there (ibid). Kenya‟s population is said to grow at a rate of one million a year and 
given this high population growth rate there is an increasing pressure on land. In line with that 
land ownership is a top issue in Kenya due to illegal appropriation of land that occurred in the 
1980‟s and 1990‟s (ibid). Comparing the KIHBS report of 1997 and of 2005/6 report to show 
land inequality as measured by the Gini compared to the size of land ownership. Nationally, 
there was a 36% increase in landholding to 83% for the entire population. The worst was seen 
in Western and Nyanza province while levels of inequality are relatively high in Nairobi, Coast 
and Nyanza province. It is not substantially correct to equate landlessness with poverty in 
Kenya as equal shares of the poor have and have no land while many of the non-poor have no 
land (Tegemeo, 2008). 
Access to services also determines poverty levels. The concluded millennium development 
goals indicators do not show much improvements in Kenya. In the recent decade there was a 
regress in access especially for the lowest quantile in terms of water, sanitation, telephones and 
schooling, rates of access were significantly below average. An example of provincial variation 
shows that the risk for infant death in Nyanza and western province was six times higher 
compared to central province (ibid). However important gains started to emerge in 2003 during 
President Mwai Kibaki‟s regime. For example the introduction of free primary education led to 
an increase in free primary education enrollment across all provinces and according to surveys 
the traditionally lagging behind North Eastern province had a 50 percent increase in enrollment. 





there was an improvement of basic education related to the number of firms that blamed poor 
skills as a hindrance to business growth. Therefore access to education is highly linked to 
poverty which calls the government to invest more on education (World Bank, 2008). A policy 
towards investment in education could work towards formalizing domestic work as it is 
characterized by lack or little skills and education. 
The size and composition of a household has a direct correlation with consumption compared to 
the adults per household, which indicates that large households are likely to be poor. 
Interestingly, a higher share of female adult member of households in urban areas is linked to 
high consumption all other factors kept constant which beats the notion in other communities 
that a higher share of women in a household increases the likelihood of being poor (Tegemeo, 
2008). The size of households in Nyanza and western province is higher compared to central 
province. 
2.3.3 Internal Migration and urbanization 
Urbanization in Kenya started in the 20th century and it is as a result of the British colonial 
administration (NCPD, 2013). The Brits shaped the country in different ways directly or 
indirectly. Urban centers emerged during this period as a result of the Kenya Uganda railway as 
well as in towns that had good ecological zones. Therefore areas that did not have either of the 
two were underdeveloped. For example Mombasa and Nairobi emerged as major cities due to 
their location on the railway line while areas such as North Eastern did not benefit from this and 
it continues to be disadvantaged to date (ibid). 
Another impact of the colonial administration is that areas that were used for administration then 
continue to play the same role therefore playing a role as economic, political and religious 
functions (ibid). Another impact is urban centers were regarded as for non-Africans and 
therefore they had put a Kipande system restricting the movement of Africans. Therefore, even 
after independence, Africans only regarded urban cities as a place for economic activity and not 
for settlement. Until date it is common to find people in Kenya with an urban and rural home 
therefore making their migration temporary. 
The period of urbanization could be categorized into two phases: global and national (Owusu et 
al, 2008). The national period is the period after independence to the 1980‟s and the global 
period is after the 1980‟s to present, a period characterized by neoliberal reforms. This two 





development policies. This period saw an increase in growth of urban centers and increase in 
population in general. 
The global phase of urbanization was accompanied by the adoption and implementation of 
neoliberal policies. This meant that the growth of urban centers as well as the Kenyan economy 
depended on foreign markets. The effects of the structural adjustment plans was particularly felt 
in urban areas than in rural areas. Living standards in the urban areas increased, employment 
in the formal sector decreased and reals wages decreased as prices increased (ibid). This 
resulted to most people that lost jobs in the formal sector moving to the informal sector. 
Kenya has for a long time lacked a comprehensive urbanization policy but the Kenya vision 
2030 which is a national long term development blueprint aims to transform the country to a 
newly industrializing, middle income nation providing its citizen with quality life and a secure 
environment (Government of Kenya, 2007). With this vision in mind Kenyan population will 
transform to an urban population which will require planning for the urban livelihood. 
The table below shows the urbanization trend from 1948 when the first Kenya population 
census was conducted to 2009 which is the recent census. Until 2012 an urban centers was 
defined as any compact and gazetted town with a population of 2,000 by the Urban Areas and 
cities Act. 
Table 2. 4: Urbanization trends in Kenya 1948 to 2009 
 
Source: Ministry of planning and national development and Vision 2030 
Majority of the population was concentrated in Mombasa and Nairobi with most of the urban 





and in 1962 it had double to 34 urban centers but the majority of the population was still in 
Mombasa and Nairobi and mostly non Africans. The growth of urban centers increased 
immediately after independence when Kenyans were allowed to migrate without restrictions. In 
1979 the rate of urbanization was 15.1% and doubled to 31.3% in 2009. 
Internal migration in Kenya takes place in four distinct ways depending on the direction of flow 
from rural to urban. One of them is rural to rural which is mostly in search of pasture for 
pastoralist or could be due to landlessness as a result of population pressure. This kind of 
migration could also occur in search of better agricultural employment if they are not available at 
the point of origin. Rural urban migration is commonest type of migration and the cause of 
urbanization and mostly occurs due to search for better economic activities, infrastructure, 
services and family and social networks. This type of migration is associated with some push 
and pull factors in the urban and rural areas. For example labour migration occurs due to wage 
differentials in the rural areas and urban areas. Therefore the greater the economic difference 
between urban and rural areas the higher will be the rate of rural urban migration (Kinyanjui, 
2014). 
For example in the 1960‟s and 1970‟s a high rural urban migration occurred despite the 
decreasing formal market because urban centers offered better informal jobs (Todaro, 1976). 
Urban-urban migration is mostly associated with transfers within public jobs or business people 
moving to other cities for better opportunities. For urban rural it is common for retirees to move 
to the rural home and could also occur due to persisted economic crises. The last type of 
migration is forced migration which occurs due to conflict, civil war, development projects, ethnic 
clashes, political violence, extreme conditions and natural disasters leading to internally 
displaced persons (Kiamungi, 2009). 
Below is a figure of recent in migrant across regions recorded as per the 2009 population and 
housing census. Nairobi, Rift valley and central regions recorded the highest number of recent 
in migrants at 30.5%, 23.7% and 16.6% respectively while North eastern which is the most 









Figure 2. 5: Percentage of recent migrants by sex and region, 2009. 
 
Source: Kenya population and Housing Census Data 2009 
There are more recent in migration in Nairobi (53%), western (52%) and Nyanza (51%) which 
could be attributed to employment and marriage. Nairobi constitutes the largest number of out-
migrants while coast and North eastern regions have very low levels of recent out-migrants. 
Women are the majority when it comes to out migrants in central, eastern, western and Nyanza. 
Analysis shows that eastern, North Eastern, Nyanza and western regions are areas of net out 
migration while Nairobi, Coast, Rift valley and Central regions are areas of recent in migration. 
The largest shares of lifetime in migrants are experienced in Nairobi (39.7%) and Rift valley 
(25.6) while North Eastern region has the least share of total lifetime in migrants of less than 
10%.Women dominate the lifetime in migrants from western, central and Nyanza region. 
On the other hand the central region has the largest share of lifetime out migrants followed by 
eastern, western and Nyanza while coast and north eastern have very low levels of lifetime out 
migrants. Women again dominate out migration from Nairobi, central and Rift valley regions. 
Central, Eastern, North eastern, western and Nyanza are areas of lifetime out migration while 
Nairobi, coast and rift valley are regions of in migration. Nairobi is generally a net receiver of 
lifetime migrants while western region has net lifetime outmigration to other provinces. Central 
region receives net out migration from Nairobi, rift valley and coast regions. Those migrating 
from the eastern region go to Nairobi, coast, central and rift valley province. North eastern 





Figure 2. 6: Percentage of life time migrants by sex and province, 2009. 
Source: Kenya population and Housing Census Data 2009 
To sum up, we can say that population growth, lack of access to land, migration from rural to 
urban areas, the very high population growth in the urban areas and high inequality created in 
the last decade in Kenya that contributed to production of a relative surplus of active population 
mainly in the urban areas. Hence, it has become difficult to find a job in the formal sector 
despite economic growth. This shows that economic growth and job creation are not enough to 
incorporate all the workers in the formal sector. Consequently, a lot of migrants joined the 
informal sector such as domestic workers accepting low wages and with no labour rights 
protection. 
2.4 Labour Market 
2.4.1 Employment 
The economically active population was recorded at 24.9 million in the 2015/16 KIHBS which is 
an increase of 21.73% from the 2009 KHPC. Young persons aged 15-30 were the majority 
accounting for slightly above half (51.1%) of the economically active population. The proportion 
of the economically active population was high in rural areas accounting for 14.8 million in the 
2015/16 KIHBS which is an increase from 7.2 million according to the 2009 KHPC while urban 
areas accounted for 10.2 million. The employment to population ratio increased from 69.3% in 





employed persons in the age group 15 -24 years which indicates a high school retention as well 
as major reforms in the education sector which increased school enrollment. The number of 
employed persons aged 55-64 years increased which is attributed to an extension in the 
retirement age from 55 years to 60 years.  
Table 2. 5: Distribution of working population (15-64) using 2009 KHPC and 2015/16 
KIHBS in millions 




















mated to be at 46.5 million with a workforce of 18.5 million (Danish Trade Council for 
International Development and Cooperation, 2016). Every year 841,600 persons enter the job 
market where 107,800 were in wage employment, 20,200 self-employed or in unpaid family 
work in the formal sector and 713,600 were in the informal sector (ibid, 2016). This has led to an 
increase of indecent work population and a lot of graduates facing difficulties to find 
employment, at same time that the urban population is increasing due to a high population 


















15-19 17.6 50.2 14.6 13.8 35.1 27.6 
20-24 28.0 40.7 23.8 23.2 63.5 57.1 
25-29 27.4 36.7 24.7 30.0 78.0 81.7 
30-34 22.3 30.6 20.7 27.4 82.7 89.5 
35-39 17.9 25.0 16.9 23.1 84.6 92.1 
40-44 13.3 20.1 12.6 18.8 85.3 93.6 
45-49 11.5 14.8 10.9 13.9 85.9 94.1 
50-54 8.5 12.4 8.0 11.6 83.8 93.5 
55-59 6.1 10.9 6.0 10.0 81.5 91.6 
60-64 5.0 8.2 4.6 7.0 77.9 85.6 
National 20.5 25.0 14.3 17.8 69.3 71.6 
Rural 14.2 14.8 - 10.8 70.7 73.2 





unemployment situation but it is still not improving although results are expected in the near 
future with more diversification and improvement of the quality of jobs created. 
Table 2. 6: Employment to Population Ratio, 2016, Age and sex distribution in percentage 
 
The employment to population ratio was estimated to be at 61% with gender gaps between men 
and women at 10% in 2016.Youth employment ratio in Kenya is very low at 32% given that the 
average youth employment in Sub-Saharan Africa is at 59%.The low youth employment rate is 
linked to high enrollment in primary and secondary school accompanied by high youth 
unemployment (Danish Trade Council for International Development and Cooperation, 2016). 
The above table shows that Kenya has relatively low levels of employment compared to other 
Eastern African countries on all levels. The country´s employment rate has been on a flat 
growth and 12% lower than Eastern Africa average. The flat growth rate has also been 
experienced in youth employment but its far lower by 28% compared to Eastern Africa youth 
employment rate average. 
Employment created has been mostly in the informal sector where it is through opening of new 
units rather than expanding existing ones because it is mainly self-employed. Kenya has a dual 
economy consisting of both formal and informal economy. Statistical trends show that since the 
1980´s there has been increase of jobs created in the informal sector while there has been a 





Service work accounts for the majority of informal work that is in restaurants, hotels, and other 
services while manufacturing accounts for only 10% of jobs (World Bank, 2012). Most labour 
economists see the growth of informal employment in Africa as a consequence of the economic 
downturn that the continent is experiencing. Most developing nations in Africa face challenges 
to industrialize which can create better condition through expansion of employment in industries, 
agriculture and the service sectors. This is most likely to happen in companies that are more 
organized and have high productivity and good conditions that allow them to pay higher salaries 
and guarantee better labour and social rights.   












2000 28.68 1.10 70.22 591,160 
2003 23.53 0.90 75.57 733,940 
2006 20.66 0.75 78.60 899,340 
2009 19.13 0.65 80.23 1,045,650 
2012 16.87 0.60 82.53 1,278,110 
2013 16.89 0.62 82.49 1,351,700 
2014 16.56 0.72 82.73 1,431,670 
2015 16.34 0.81 82.85 15,163,600 
2016 15.96 0.83 83.21 15,995,700 
2017 15.73 0.83 83.45 16,893,500 
Sources: Authors computation from Republic of Kenya various economic surveys 
(Kenya National Bureau of statistics). 
Kenya´s economy is characterized by inadequate employment opportunities against a large and 
growing unemployed population. The youths aged between 15-34 years are the most affected 
therefore contributing to a large informal sector. The informal economy consist of 82.3% which 





working population is engaged in the informal sector and are concentrated in the rural areas 
mostly in agricultural work. Currently, youth unemployment in Kenya stands at 17.4% (World 
Bank, 2016).  
There is a growing trend in casualization, temporary, part time, contract; subcontracting and 
outsourcing of workers. This has led to lack of job security for workers due to lack of 
permanence of tenure or by weakening the term and conditions of work. The formal sector has 
seen an increase in casual work from 18% in 2000 to 30% in 2010 (Omolo, 2010).This is mainly 
to reduce labour cost, create management flexibility and gain control over labour. Following the 
inadequate employment, the Kenyan economy has failed to create enough jobs. The rate at 
which the economy creates jobs is unimpressive as according to statistics annually 350,000 
jobs are created for both the formal and informal sector compared to 800,000 new entrant 
annually in the job market. In 2013, only 743,000 jobs were created against two million people 
and one million new entrants (DTUCIDC, 2015). 
Employment growth both in the formal and informal sector (public and private) has been 
declining while the informal sector continues to show an upward trend. Total employment was at 
16.0 million at 2016 which was an increase from 15.2 million in 2015 (Kenya economic Survey, 
2016). The modern sector (formal) saw a slight increase from 2,601.2 thousand people in 2015 
to 2,686.8 thousand people which is an increase of 3.3% (ibid).The informal sector created 
additional jobs which constituted of 89.7% of all new jobs created in 2016 (ibid).  
The decrease in employment in the formal sector is accompanied by various reasons. Among 
them is the economic recession of the 1990´s as well as adverse weather conditions that 
reduced economic activities in agriculture as well as manufacturing (Atieno, 2010). Also reforms 
that were carried out by the government in the public sector namely retrenchment and restrictive 
government employment policies have reduced employment creation in the formal sector 
(ILO/EAMAT 1999). Most of the retrenched people ended up in the informal sector. Therefore 
between 1989 and 2003 the share of informal sector rose from 21.3% to 75.5% respectively 









Table 2. 8: Number of persons engaged in the Informal Sector by Activity ‘2012–2016’ 
 
Source: Kenya Economic Survey 2016 
The number of person‟s engaged in the informal sector keeps increasing with a majority 
concentrated in the rural areas. Wholesale and Retail Trade, Hotels and Restaurants have the 
highest number of people engaged in informal employment followed by manufacturing and 
Community, Social and personal services. 
Looking at the total wage employment by industry, 63% of men dominate except in `other 
sectors´ which includes domestic workers. This shows there is still inequalities in in the labour 
market which could be associated to gender roles, socio-economic and social cultural factors 
which leaves women to work in informal arrangements which are characterized by poor terms 










Sources: Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, Economic Survey 2015                                                                                                    
Community, social and personal services has the highest share of 37% covering 874,000 and 
men dominance is slightly low at 53% compared to other sectors such as agriculture and mining 
where men dominance is at 66% and 84% respectively. Other most dominating sectors are 
Agriculture at 14% followed by manufacturing at 12% and Trade, restaurants and hotels at 12%.  
For the very long time agriculture has been the leading sector but since 2006 it has been 
slowing down while the service sector has been growing. For the period 2006 and 2013, 72% 








Figure 2. 7: Services have been the main generator of growth 
 
In contrast agriculture and manufacturing grew slower in the period 2006-14.Agriculture suffered 
a GDP decline from 26.5 in 2006 to 22.0 in 2014 as a result of weather shocks while 
manufacturing stagnated at a GDP of 11.8 for the same period. This trend is somehow common 
in developing countries as they try to shift from traditional activities to modern activities. 
Countries that are able to diverse away from agriculture and traditional manufacturing are able 
to increase productivity and pull themselves out of poverty. This was the case for developed 
countries and recently emerging countries such as China.  
However, this process does not always give the same result as   for countries such as Africa 
and Latin America are experiencing premature industrialization. This kind of premature 
deindustrialization shows that developing countries will take a different path of development as 
compared to that taken by developed and upper middle income countries. This is because 
developing countries rely heavily on growth generated by natural resources and traditional 
services thereby neglecting the capability for developing modern activities (ibid). 
The situation is further worsened by an increase in the adoption of technology which has 
rendered many workers jobless. Also the intensification of competition and high skill intensity in 
manufacturing make it more difficult to compete in the global market. The capacity for structural 
transformation to improve the living standards of an economy merely depends on the ability to 
generate more and sustainable jobs. For instance, the creation of extractive industries in 
developing industries which provide minimal jobs has failed to provide good quality jobs (Kenya 





countries like India has failed to create enough and productive jobs. Similarly, the shifting of low 
manufacturing jobs towards service skill intensive jobs has created more inequality between 
high skilled and low skilled workers. 
Structural transformations affect certain types of employment. In developing countries, people 
migrating from the rural to urban centers enter service sectors such as retail trade which 
comprises a large percentage of informal work. In developed countries, due to offshoring in 
order to reduce labour cost structural transformations in developed countries are often from 
manufacturing to service sector. Service sectors relies on new forms of employment that offer 
flexibility and autonomous such as job sharing, on call work and dependent self-employment 
(ibid). This kind of structural transformations results to a high share of part-time and temporary 
jobs that are informal and have low productivity. They worsen the terms and conditions of work 
since they are characterized by a high incidence of unconventional work patterns, higher work 
incidences, excessive working hours and limited or no access to social protection (ibid). 
2.4.2 Unemployment 
According to recent data estimates total unemployment in Kenya stands at 9.2% while youth 
unemployment is twice at 18% in 2016.This is as a result of a high population growth rate that 
has created pressure on the few jobs available. 
Table 2. 10: Unemployment and youth unemployment in Kenya and Eastern Africa, 2016 
 
There is unemployment gender gaps in total employment while it‟s not present in youth 
unemployment. Unemployment is an urban phenomenon while underemployment dominates in 
the rural areas. All averages of unemployment in Kenya are higher than Eastern Africa´s 





high levels of unemployment mostly affecting the youths. It is important to note that an 
estimated 80% of unemployed Kenyans are below the age of 35 years (Kenya economic 
Survey, 2016). 
Figure 2. 8: Unemployment trend in Kenya and Eastern Africa, Total and Youth (2007-
2016) 
 
Total unemployment and youth employment show a steady rate at an average of 9% and 18% 
respectively. High youth unemployment in Kenya is linked to long term population changes 
because a majority of youths migrate from the rural areas to urban areas in search of 
employment. Despite the fact that there has been an increase in formal jobs it has been 
insufficient to cover the demand. Not only that the formal sector has not been able to generate 
jobs in the urban areas but the informal sector has also not provided adequate jobs. The 
number of workers with a formal job decreased from 13% in the early 1970´s to 9% in 2010 
(UNDP, 2013). 
This high unemployment levels as well as low job creation keeps many Kenyans in poverty. As 
demonstrated above unemployment has mainly affected the youth belonging to households in 
the bottom 40% of income distribution (ibid). Education can also be linked to low youth 
unemployment in Kenya as only 1.5% of the unemployed youths have formal education beyond 
secondary education (Danish Trade Council for International Development and Cooperation, 
2016).  






Since 2008 minimum wages have shown a significant improvement. The nominal average wage 
was Ksh 50,355 (487.23 USD) in 2015 per month which shows a big gap in wages indicating 
the unequal distribution of wages (LO/FTF Council 2016). 
2.4.3 Inactivity rate 
33% of the working age population and almost 61% of the youth population (15-24 years) are 
inactive in the labour market. 






In the 1990´s and the beginning of 2000´s the inactivity rates were on a rise but stayed on a flat 
rate after 2005.Inactivity rates from the table above are higher for youth and women. 
 
Figure 2. 9: Inactivity rate trend in Kenya by sex, 1995-2016. 
 
2.4.4 Public and Private sector 
Comparing the public and private sector there is an overall growth in employment generated by 
the private sector. Traditionally, public jobs were seen as an excellent way to start and grow 
your career in a well-paying job but with time this has changed due to few employment 
opportunities resulting to a move towards the private sector (UNDP, 2010). During the period 
mentioned there has been an increased growth of the jobs created in the private sector. The 
total number of jobs created in the private sector were 57.6 in 2016 compared to 90.6 in 2015, 
this indicates that as much as the private sector is performing better than the public sector there 
is reduction in job creation. The construction industry was the best performer in 2016, recording 
a growth of 10.6 which is attributed to government efforts in the implementation of vision 
2030.Wage employment experienced a slow growth of 0.1% which was attributed by a 
government freeze in employment. Recruitment was only limited to essential services that is 







Figure 2.10: Percentage Changes in waged Employment 
 
Source: Kenya Economic Survey 2016 
Statistical trends in the formal employment shows that the private sector employs more than the 
public sector. In 2013 public waged sector was at 7.1% compared to public sector at 3.2% in the 
same period. Until 2016 the gap is slowly closing but still with the private sector taking a lead. In 
most African countries employment opportunities became scarce in the private sector and the 
public sector ceased recruitment due to the implementation of the Structural Adjustment 
programs (SAP´s). Kenya is not an exception as it was among the first countries to adopt the 
Structural Adjustments Programs in the early 1980´s although full implementation began in 1986 
which was followed by a fall in coffee prices in the world market in the period 1983/84 
(Document de travail DIAL 2005). 
There is a general perception that employees in the private sector especially the highly skilled 
ones tend to earn higher salaries than those in the public sector. In contrast, this perception 
does not take into consideration that, although salaries may be low the total compensational 
returns may be higher than the public sector. Wage differentials that favour the private sector 
may lead to distortions that may affect implementation of policies and reforms like the 
constitution of Kenya (2010) and the Kenya vision 2030 (KIPPRA, 2013). Wage differentials 
may also lead to low morale among workers leading to diminishing output (ibid). It may further 
accelerate agitation from workers asking for a higher pay leading to strike among professionals 





university, primary and secondary school teachers related to remuneration which paralyzed 
learning institution (ibid). In 2013 the doctors were also on strike demanding for a 400% salary 
increase among other terms and conditions of work (ibid). 
Finally, we could see that employment created in the Kenya economy was mostly in the informal 
sector where it‟s mostly women who are engaged in the sector. Men dominate the formal sector 
therefore creating gender inequality in terms of income. Majority of people live in the rural areas 
where the main economic activity is agriculture and a huge part of it is subsistence and informal. 
They have been several changes that have taken place with the service sector having the 
largest share of GDP and creating a huge part of employment recently. Unfortunately the type of 
employment created by this sector is characterized by decent work deficit.  
If Kenya had higher economic growth and could different kind of social policies  such as 
education, health, social assistance, public transportation, public administration and so on. This 
policies could boost job creation characterized by decent wages and create more space for 
women in the labor market. This was the case for several developed countries in Europe after 
second World War,  the United States ,Canada and other developed countries .The situation in 
Kenya promotes the growth of informality and inequality. Women find it difficult to find jobs in the 
formal sector or self-employed and therefore they end up working as domestic workers as a 
form of survival in the urban areas.  
2.5 Employment Policies in Kenya since Independence 
Since independence Kenya has pursued several strategies towards employment. This policies 
can be classified as Kenyanization policy which took place during the first and part of the 
second decade after independence. Active labour market policies which took part during the 
second decade after independence followed by macro measures aimed at creating an enabling 
environment and private sector led economic growth for employment creation. All this policies 
varied in terms of their outcome. 
Kenyanization policy was aimed at increasing employment opportunities for Kenyans by 
replacing non-Kenyans (Republic of Kenya, 1983).This resulted to mixed results as between 
1964 and 1972 the G.D.P grew by 6% per annum in real terms. Wage employment increased by 
nearly2.8% per annum in real terms. Employment measures in 1964, 1970 and 1979 were 
created but did not yield to meaningful employment. This is because workers and trade unions 





employment by at least 10% as agreed. Instead employers ended up converting casual workers 
to formal workers therefore not increasing the number of people in employment. 
Therefore labour productivity was estimated to increase by 2.9% per annum while capital labour 
ratio increased by 6.8% which shows that the economy grew more capital intensive than labour 
intensive (Omolo, 2002).Hence, despite the labour surplus nature of the Kenyan economy, it is 
clear that this policy did not result to creation of jobs but rather the shift of jobs. Hitherto, the 
policy was successful in creating jobs for Kenyans by eliminating non-Kenyans. 
Active labour market policies were implemented in the second decade after Kenya‟s 
independence. This was in order to address the imbalances that existed between a growing 
population, growth of the labour force and mismatch between jobs and skills. The ILO 
recommendations courtesy of the 1972 mission were as a result of the active labour market 
policies. This was as a result of the huge growth of the undocumented informal sector. Active 
labour market policies were aimed at creating better conditions for jobs rather creation of jobs. 
 
Macroeconomic measures for renewed growth have been pursue in Kenya since the 1980‟s.The 
are aimed at boosting economic growth and employment creation. They include fiscal 
framework that ensure that the greater part of government expenditure are met from tax 
revenues. Also manages overall government deficit to ensure there is discipline in government 
spending. Also monetary policy which targets inflation to single digit levels, keeping interest 
rates low, maintaining a flexible exchange rate policy regime and promotion of savings and 
investments. 
Currently, Kenya is pursuing a long term development blueprint that aim to make Kenya a 
globally competitive country and provide its citizens with good quality life known as vision 2030 
for the period 2008 – 2030 (Republic of Kenya, 2007) . It aims to create sustained economic 
growth of 10% per annum for the next 20 years, create a just and cohesive society enjoying 
equitable social development in a clean and secure environment (ibid). It also aims to create an 
issue based people centered, result oriented and accountable and democratic political system 
Tourism, agriculture, wholesale, retail & trade, Manufacturing, ICT& Business process 
outsourcing (BPO) and financial services were identified as key sectors that would contribute to 





 The development blueprint is implemented through successive five year medium term plans. 
Talk about the past, not about the future (ibid). The first medium term plan (2008 – 2012) and 
the second medium term (2013 – 2017) have been rolled out and the third medium term is 
ongoing (2018 – 2012).Through the first medium term plan the following achievements were 
made; A new constitution in 2010, an average growth of 8% in years (2009 -2011) in the 
financial sector, an increase in the transition rate from primary to secondary school from 64.% in 
2008 to 73.3% in 2011 and an increase of 68% in 4 years in students enrollment in private and 
public universities (G.O.K, 2012) 
The third medium term plan (2018-2022) targets to increase the level of investments but also 
enhance productivity of investments. It also aims at affecting structural changes towards 

































CHAPTER 3: DOMESTIC WORK IN KENYA AND HOW IT CAN BE FORMALISED 
3.1 Introduction 
Research on domestic work in Kenya is very minimal but despite that it is believed to be a very 
important sector. While Africa (14%) is the third largest employer of domestic workers after Asia 
& the Pacific (41%) and Latin America & the Caribbean (27%) (ILO, 2013), Kenya has the 
highest number of domestic workers in Africa after South Africa (Omolo et al, 2018). It is 
estimated that in 2007 there were 248,000 domestic workers in Kenya while in South Africa 
there were about 1.3 million (Klaveren, 2011). In 2011, the Human Development Report 
released by UNDP estimated that there were 1.8 million domestic workers in Kenya out of the 
11 million workers in the informal sector (UNDP, 2011). Nairobi alone which is the capital city 
was estimated to have over 1 million house helps. 
Domestic work is a source of employment and therefore contributes to the economic 
development of an economy. In Kenya, the contribution of domestic work to the Gross Domestic 
Product increased from KSh. 24.1 billion (US$ 285.1 million) in 2012 to KSh. 32.4 billion (US$ 
319.2 million) in 2016 (Republic of Kenya, 2017). The contribution of domestic work to the GDP 
was at an average of 0.5% for the same period. This was almost the same the same as that of 
the telecommunications sector (0.54%) but higher than the contribution of air transport including 
support services, which averaged 0.3 per cent over the same period (ibid). The domestic work 
sector also contributes to Kenya‟s diaspora remittances, which were estimated at US$ 1.74 
billion in 2016 and US$ 1.72 billion in 2017 (Central Bank of Kenya, 2017). 
Due to the invisible and informal nature of domestic work, gathering data can be challenging. 
Kenya National Statistical System (NSS) does not consider domestic work as a sector by its 
own rather it is captured in the category „Activities of households as employers‟ (Republic of 
Kenya, 2017). Though the classification is vague, it is in concurrence with the definition of 
domestic work as work performed in or for household or households. Therefore, the only 
employment data provided under this sector is the formal wage employment which leaves out a 
majority of the public as well as those in the informal sector. 
Therefore, given this categorization between 2012 and 2016 formal domestic work sector 
increased from 106,300 to 114,400 an increase of 7,6% (ibid). Between 2012 and 2013 there 
was an increase of formal domestic wage employment by 3.3% but since then it has been 
increasing although at a decreasing rate. Between 2013 and 2014 there was an increase of 





2016 (ibid). This shows a continued decrease of the growth rate in the formal employment of 
domestic work demonstrating further precariousness in the sector.  
During the period 2015 and 2016 domestic workers in the formal employment sector were 6.5% 
to 6.3% respectively of total private sector wage employment.  Also accounting for 4.5% and 
4.6% of total wage employment in Kenya covering the same period (ibid). During the same 
period, the domestic work wage sector employment was higher than other sectors seen as high 
value adding such as mining & quarrying, transport and storage, accommodation and food 
service activities; information and communication; finance and insurance activities; professional, 
scientific and technical activities; and human health and social work activities (Central Bank of 
Kenya, 2017). 
Irrespective of poverty status many households in Kenya still employ domestic workers and just 
like other workers in the informal sectors majority of domestic workers are usually 
undocumented and undeclared which makes it difficult to account for them. 
Globally, domestic work is female dominated and Kenya is not an exception. In Kenya domestic 
work is engendered consisting mainly of women in rural and urban areas but typically a young 
girl from the rural area who migrates to the urban area to work as a domestic worker until 
marriage or a better opportunity presents itself (Africology 2016). In 2015 and 2016 more than 
four in every seven (57.6%) domestic workers in wage employment in the private sector were 
women (Republic of Kenya, 2017). Due to poverty some of those admitted to post-secondary 
institutions will take some time off school to earn enough money through domestic work and 
later go back to school. Those with high school education sometimes begin as domestic 
workers before being recruited to work in other countries such as Middle East (Africology 2016). 
3.2 Demographics 
According to a survey carried out by KUDHEIHA in 2011 it demonstrated that majority of 
domestic workers in Kenya were young aged between 15- 35 years old (KUDHEIHA, 2011). A 
majority of them are in the age group 30-35 years. The survey also found out that more than 
half (59.7%) of domestic workers are married with at least seven in every ten being people who, 
in one way one another, have family responsibilities. According to a study carried out by Oxfam 
they found that most of the domestic workers were young, landless and unskilled placing them 
among the most vulnerable population in the urban centers in relation to poverty (Oxfam 2013). 
In Kenya just like in many countries, domestic work is not considered as a choice job but rather 





they get into domestic work sector as a last resort awaiting better opportunities elsewhere. For 
long-timers in the labour market, they venture into the domestic work sector after being 
frustrated by the long spells of unemployment with the need to provide for their families as a 
major push factor (Omolo et al, 2018). 
3.3 Wages 
Domestic workers are amongst the lowest paid workers in most countries earning around 40% 
of average wages (ILO, 2013). In some cases, wages of domestic workers differ even for those 
who perform similar tasks. 
In Kenya the survey conducted by KUDHEIHA in 2011 established the mean wage for domestic 
workers to be KSh. 4,522.60 (US$ 53.84). The median wage was estimated at KSh. 4,000 (US$ 
47.62) while the modal wage was given as KSh. 3,000 (US$ 35.71) (KUDHEIHA, 2011). From 
these estimates, the mean wage of the domestic workers was 13.4% of the average wage 
earnings per wage employee in the private sector, 12.7% of the average wage earnings per 
wage employee in the public sector, and 13.1% of the average monthly wage earnings per 
wage employee in the economy, all pegged at the 2011 rates. 
According to the 2011 statutory basic monthly minimum wage, excluding house allowance, the 
mean wage for domestic workers was 48% of the average statutory wages payable in “other 
areas”, 40.9% of the average statutory minimum basic wage applicable in the municipalities and 
38% of the minimum statutory basic wage rates enforceable in the cities (Republic of Kenya, 
2012). This was the same for the 2011 mean wage for domestic workers was 59.6% of the 2011 
legislated minimum basic wage for the lowest category of domestic workers (cleaner, sweeper, 
gardener, children‟s ayah, house servant and messenger) and 44.2% of the legislated minimum 
basic wage for highest category of domestic workers (driver-cars and light vans) in the cities. 
Also, in 2017, the legislated minimum basic wage for the lowest and highest categories of 
domestic workers in the cities was a partly 24.1% and 32.5%, respectively of the average 
monthly wage earnings per wage employee in 2016 (Republic of Kenya, 2017). 
In Kenya Domestic work wages depend on the minimum wage. In the recent development there 
was a 12% increase on the minimum wage in 2015 from Ksh 9780.95 (US$ 94.138) in 201329 to 
Ksh 10,954.70 (US$105.435) in 201530. 
Figure 3. 1: Minimum wage trend in Kenya (2005 – 2016) Shillings and growth in % 
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However, according to a research conducted by the Central Organization of Trade Unions in 
Kenya (COTU-k) most domestic workers do not receive salary increments. For example among 
those interviewed 83% receive below the minimum wage, 17% receive high and above the 
minimum wage, 50% earn less than Ksh 3,500 (US$ 33.686), 22% receive between Ksh 7,000 
to 10,000 (US$ 67.373-96.246) and 95% do not receive salary increment. The decision on what 
to pay is solely on the employer and there is little or no room for negotiation. Most domestic 
workers are not aware of the minimum wage and their entitlements hence employers take 











Table 3. 1: Minimum Consolidated Wages by Region and Occupation in Kenya with effect 




3.4 Hours of work 
Working hours of domestic workers are the lengthiest and most unpredictable among all 
categories of workers (ILO, 2011). The long working hours vary between live in and live out 
domestic workers where live outs have more control of their hours of work compared to live in 
domestic workers. 
In Kenya, the number of working hours per week in different sectors of the economy is regulated 
by the Wage Orders established under Section 43 of the Labour Institutions Act (No. 12 of 
2007) and the repealed Regulation of Wages and Conditions of Employment Act (Cap. 229). 
Within this framework, the Regulation of Wages (Domestic Servants Wages Council 
Establishment) Order was legislated in 1967 through Legal Notice No. 106 of 1967. It is not 
clear, however, if the Wage Council established under the Order ever set any statutory 
minimum wages and terms and conditions of employment for domestic workers.  
Domestic workers are therefore covered under the Regulation of Wages (General) Order. 
According to the Order, the normal working week consists of not more than 52 hours of work 
spread over six days of the week. This means that domestic workers are required to work for a 
maximum of 52 hours per week. No statistics exist on the number of hours of work per week for 
domestic workers in Kenya. It is, however, envisaged to be more than the legislated 52 hours 





and wellbeing of the workers, and affects the effectiveness and the quality of the services that 
they provide to the employers.  
3.5 Social Protection 
In most parts of the world, domestic wok sector is excluded from social security coverage. The 
ILO estimates that 60 million of the 67 million domestic workers worldwide are excluded from 
social security coverage (ILO, 2016). This means that 90% of domestic workers are excluded 
from social security systems.  
In Kenya, there exists no single social security or social protection model specifically for 
domestic workers. Therefore, domestic workers are covered under the general social security 
systems, which guarantee legally the same conditions as those established for the other 
employees. The domestic work sector is considered by the social security system to be 
informal. Consequently, the workers in the sector are encouraged to participate in the system as 
voluntary contributors. However, the low rate of effective coverage that exists is a clear 
indication that voluntary coverage is a practice that hinders efforts to extend social security to 
the domestic workers in Kenya (Omolo et al, 2018). 
3.6 Education/Skills 
Domestic work is a diverse sector consisting of a varied and globalized sector which is often 
viewed as unskilled or has low levels of education (Tayah, 2016).The low levels of education 
among domestic workers is one of the factors that lead to its low remuneration (IDAY, 2015). 
According to the figure below based on a research carried out by IDAY on domestic work in 
Kenya majority of domestic workers had relatively low levels of education. It established that 
18% did not attend school at all and 52% attended primary school level only (ibid). This shows 
that despite the introduction of free primary and secondary education majority of the domestic 
workers still do not have an opportunity to attend school. Majority of domestic workers cited the 
reason for not continuing or attending school as due to financial challenges. Other reasons cited 
were social and cultural norms such as female genital mutilation as well as early marriages 
which explains why girls dominate child domestic work (Omolo et al, 2018). 
 
 






Source: IDAY 2015 
The number of domestic workers with skills related to their work is relatively low. According to 
wezesha Jamii project on women domestic workers only 26% attended training after formal 
education (Wezesha Jamii, 2015). The most common type of training that most of them 
attended was dressmaking, tailoring and design (49%), hairdressing or fashion (24%) and 
computers, secretarial and front office (12%) (ibid). Most this types of training attended are not 
related to domestic work. Only 8% had training in home management which is related to their 
work. Lack of skills among domestic workers is a barrier towards professionalization of this 
important sector. 
3.7 Legislation 
In Kenya there is no legal definition of domestic worker or what is domestic work (Wamai, 
2017). However, in legal terms domestic workers enjoy equal rights and protection as any other 
worker in Kenya (Biko, 2015). 
The constitution of Kenya is the supreme law of the land and it sets the basic principles that 
establishes the relationship between an employer and employee. Article 24 prohibits any form of 
discrimination on the basis of race, sex, pregnancy, marital status, health status, ethnic or social 
origin, age disability, religion, conscience, religion, culture, dress, language or birth. This applies 
to employers of domestic workers and domestic workers as well. Article 32 (2) prohibits denial 





person the right to fair labour practices, fair remuneration, reasonable working condition, form 
join or participate in the activity of a trade union and the right to strike. 
Article 41 (3) (3) gives the employer the right to join or form an employers‟ organization and 
participate in its programs. Article 41 (4) gives trade union the right to determine its own 
administration, activities and programs. To organize, join and form federations. Article 41 (5) 
gives trade unions and employers organizations to engage in collective bargaining. Article 53 
gives the right to every child to be protected from abuse, neglect, inhuman neglect and 
punishment and hazardous and exploitative labour. Article 162 (2) gives power to parliament to 
establish courts of the same status as high courts to hear disputes relating to employment and 
labour relation. In pursuant to this article the Employment and Labour relation court of Kenya 
was established. 
The Kenyan labour laws consist of five sets of laws which were all enacted in 2007.The 
constitution being the supreme law of the land and the foundation of this laws. The five sets of 
laws include: Employment Act of 2007, labour institutions Act of 2007, the labour Relations Act 
of 2007, Occupational Safety and Health Act of 2007 and the Work Injury Benefit Act of 
2007.This labour laws are as a result of earlier repealed Acts which were repealed to fit the 
current social and economic atmosphere (Wamai, 2017). 
The Employment Act of 2007 is the most important labour law after the constitution and 
provides for the basic minimum terms and conditions of employment. It declares and defines the 
fundamental rights of employment .Section 5 reinforces further on the concept of non-
discrimination where it indicates that   any manner of discrimination should not occur in regard 
to training, promotion, recruitment, terms and condition of work, termination of employment or 
other matters arising from an employment relationship. It also reinforces for equal pay for work 
of equal value. 
Both the oral and written contract of employment are recognized under the employment Act of 
2007.For a written contract of service the employer is required by law to draft the particulars of 
the employee to append their signature or thumb print and in case they are illiterate the 
employer is obligated to explain to the employee in a language that they understand. Part VII on 
Protection of Children Employment Act of the Laws of Kenya also prohibits any worst form of 
child labour and restricting employment of children aged 13 to16 years31.  
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The Labour Institutions Act of 2007 provides for the establishment of the institutions responsible 
for regulation of labour in the country. This institutions includes the National Labour Board, the 
Committee of Inquiry, Administration and inspection and employment agencies. This act is also 
responsible for the establishment of the General Wages Council and Agricultural Wages Council 
which basically regulates minimum wages that are not usually regulated by collective bargaining 
agreements. 
 The Work Injury Benefits Act of 2007 provides for compensation pertaining accidents in the 
workplace. It outlines obligations given to employers to have their employees insured. The 
Labour Relations Act of 2007 gives guidelines on the establishment of trade unions and 
employers organizations and their functions and also dispute resolution. It also sets out freedom 
of association and the right to collective bargaining. The Occupational Safety and Health Act of 
2007 establishes the National Council for Occupational Health and Safety and provides for the 
duties and obligations of employers and employees to ensure a safe working environment. 
The National Social Security Fund Act, 2013 and the National Hospital Insurance Act of 2013 
are aimed at providing social security to workers. They were recently reviewed to cover workers 
in the informal sector where majority of domestic workers fall. This is inconsistent with Article 43 
(1) (e) of the Constitution of Kenya which provides for the rights of every Kenyan to economic 
and social rights which comprises social security, 
The Sexual Offences Act of 2006 reinforces section 6 of the employment Act of 2007 which 
prohibits any form of sexual offence at workplace including sexual harassment. Children‟s Act of 
2001 gives protection to children from any form of exploitation including economic exploitation. 
3.8 Domestic workers representation 
In Kenya domestic workers are represented by the Kenya union of domestic, hotels, education 
institutions, hospitals and allied workers (KUDHEIHA).This is a large union that represents 
many other workers including domestic workers (COTU, 2017). By joining KUDHEIHA domestic 
workers stand to benefit from training on their labour rights as well as education on reproductive 
health through various seminars held by the union. They sensitize on fundamental rights and 
freedoms of domestic workers. The union also offers legal services to members who have a 
grievance at their place of work which helps to almost balance the power between employer and 
employee. The union also offers a platform for experienced domestic workers to share their 
experiences with young domestic workers (ibid). It is also through the union that domestic 





Apart from KUDHEIHA there is center for domestic training and development which is an NGO 
formed in 2001(CDTD, 2014). This organization offers homecare management courses, 
entrepreneurship and other vocational courses to domestic workers. The organization also 
educates domestic workers on their rights and how to negotiate for their rights. They also teach 
them on reproductive health, human trafficking as well as migration safety which may help them 
in their line of work (ibid). The organization also offers job placements to their students and 
offers orientation to willing employers. This organization helps through training to ensure that 
they produce professional domestic workers who are aware of their rights in a bid to formalize 
domestic work. 
3.9 How to Formalize Domestic Work. 
3.9.1 Boosting economic growth and employment generation 
Economic growth is important to generate employment, investment and savings but it is not 
sufficient to eliminate barriers towards formalization. This would include challenges in raising the 
productivity, the inclusive economic growth, increasing wages and labour rights, progressive tax 
structures, social policies and reduction of work time. A good example is the 1990 experience in 
Kenya where inflation reduced and growth increased but it did not necessarily increase 
employment more so in the formal sector.  
Also through improving macroeconomic policies such as stimulating investment, reducing the 
cost of borrowing, increasing the availability of credit as well as  keeping the interest low. This 
should be accompanied by sectoral policies that will increase the demand for productive 
investments including public policies and infrastructure and social policies. Productive 
investments will in turn boost employment and with the right laws and institutions create decent 
jobs which would therefore be a transition towards formalization. 
As observed in chapter two there is a decline in the industrial sector to absorb labour in more 
productive and structural change from agriculture to the service sector which has a low value 
added contribution and creates low quality jobs. Therefore, there is need to come up with 
policies that make employment a core concern of the economic and social policies and also 
making productive centers of the economy a key target of Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper‟s 
(PRSP‟s) (ILO, 2007). A lot of domestic and foreign investments should be channeled to areas 
of the economy that increase productivity and create better jobs. At same time policies that aim 
at reducing work time, increasing compulsory years of schooling, create pension scheme and 





Thus to promote economic growth and create decent jobs more emphasis should be put 
towards increasing production and productivity in different activities in the industry and service 
sector.  Also as many Kenyan farmers are subsistence with minimal use of technology, 
productivity could be increased through collaboration between scientist in order to conduct 
research and extension services on behalf of farmers. This would in turn help disseminate 
knowledge to farmers on the most productive ways of farming. Also investing on extension 
services through technology to help reach farmers is crucial to improving productivity in the 
agricultural sector. 
Educating farmers on better farming methods in order to produce crops of high quality and in 
large quantities. The government will also contribute by creating financial schemes and markets 
for farmers. Making credit accessible to farmers as well as creating ready markets will help in 
increasing food security and reduce poverty. Good infrastructure and good storage for farmers 
harvest before markets are ready will indeed boost agricultural productivity. Agricultural 
productivity will in turn absorb the huge labour force in the rural areas thereby creating decent 
work. 
The creation of inclusive and sustainable industrial growth should be encouraged by creating a 
manufacturing friendly environment through sound regulation. This would in turn increase 
competitiveness in the local manufactures by implementing policies and legislations that 
promote the growth of the sector. This could be done through ensuring the predictability of 
macroecomic and fiscal policies such as the interest rates and exchange rates which affects the 
manufacturing sector particularly the ability to attract finance, the cost of borrowing and value of 
returns on exports. Promotion of manufacturing under a devolved system introduced in Kenya 
by the 2010 constituition would also help to bring services closer to the people. Also elimination 
of corruption through strong auditing mechanisms as well as harmonization of International and 
regional trade. 
A second way to improve the growth of the industrial sector is through creating a level playing 
field for manufacturers through maximizing domestic benefits for local manufactures. This could 
be done through fighting illicit and counterfeit goods, strengthening the protection of intellectual 
property rights, giving preference to local content through government procurement and 
restricting the surge in dumping. 
The government should also be keen on increasing competitiveness for local manufactures. 





compliance with regulation, promoting a prompt paying culture and reducing import clearance 
cost and time for raw materials and industrial inputs. 
Promoting the industrial sector would in turn promote economic growth and generate 
employment that is decent since the manufacturing sector is of high value adding compared to 
the service sector. This would gradually lead to the transition from the informal to formal 
economy with increased productivity in different activities such as in science and research, 
education, health, social assistance, transportation, finance among others. 
3.9.2 Providing Social protection to domestic workers. 
According to ILO out of 163 countries of which data was collected only 70 countries 
representing a proportion of 43% have at least some levels of social protection (ILO, 2013). This 
shows that majority of domestic workers in the world do not have access to social protection 
which is a major challenge to formalization. North America and Western Europe provide some 
level of social protection which is linked to their level of development of social protection (ILO, 
2016). Among countries that have some level of protection there are also low middle income 
countries such as Mali, Vietnam and Senegal which shows that it is possible to extend social 
protection regardless of the level of protection (ibid). 
The Middle East and Asia and the Pacific have the lowest level of social protection at 21% 
followed by Africa at 25% and Latin America and the Caribbean at 58% (ibid). This shows that 
developing countries face a number of challenges in extending social protection to domestic 
workers keeping in mind they have the largest share of domestic workers. The design of a 
social protection scheme is very important not only in the process of employment creation but 
also in ensuring social inclusion of all domestic workers. This is in line with Article 14 of the 
Domestic workers Convention 189 which states that domestic workers should be guaranteed 
conditions that are not less favourable in terms of social security compared to other workers 
(ILO, 2011). 
International and national experiences show that voluntary coverage is ineffective and 
mandatory coverage has been seen to be very effective for a difficult to cover group such as 
domestic workers. This is because it can be difficult to register domestic workers due to their 
nature of employment. This is because their work is carried out in private homes which makes it 
difficult to inspect (ILO, 2015). In some cases a domestic worker may have more than one 
employer, their employment do not have a contract that indicates their responsibilities, hours 





Domestic employees may also have irregular status in a country therefore all this characteristics 
of domestic employees hinders institutional efforts to extend social security to domestic workers. 
The contributory capacity is an important factor to consider as sometimes the social security 
scheme maybe very high therefore eliminating domestic workers from the scheme (ILO, 2013). 
The contribution amount should also be considerate of the wages received to ensure that even 
those receiving a minimum wage are able to contribute. Compliance of the minimum wage will 
be important in this case to ensure that everybody is remunerated at a minimum wage that 
allows them to contribute to the social security scheme. 
There should be easiness in the procedure of registering and contributing to the social security 
schemes. This is because a tedious and complicated system will reduce the number of people 
likely to register. This could be through use of technology to bring services closer to the 
population and avoid going through complicated procedures as some people living in rural areas 
may have difficulties accessing the services. 
The definition of domestic work should also be put in consideration to avoid exclusion of 
domestic workers. This is because some definitions tend to include salaried domestic workers in 
terms of household tasks it entails excluding other occupations such as gardeners, drivers and 
security guards. Therefore this ends up excluding them in the social security. 
 
3.9.3 Strengthening Labour market institutions 
Workers organizations play a very important role in the formalization and to do so they must 
have strength in terms of membership. Kenya like many other African countries has very low 
levels of membership. This is further accelerated by the fact that there are few people employed 
as waged workers who form the basis of trade union membership (ibid). More so in this situation 
majority of domestic workers in Kenya fall under the informal sector with very few of them who 
are members of the trade union. Further challenges that face unionization is the cost of 
organizing in geographically dispersed areas especially for a group like domestic employees 
hence the membership base is usually in the urban centers (CDTD, 2014). Due to low 
unionization the influence of trade union on labour related matter is weak. Statistics show that 
countries with a high membership base have more power than those with a low unionization. 





formal sector and finding ways to unionize the informal sector in order to build a strong 
membership base. 
Trade unions in Kenya face challenges in organizing workers in the informal sector. Despite the 
explicit nature of the constitution the Central Organization of Trade Unions in Kenya (COTU-K) 
which defines its obligations to defend the rights of all workers, it is very hard to overcome this 
barriers as union membership is mostly based on employer employee relationship which is not 
always the case in the informal sector (Chune and Egulu, 1997). The labour laws provides rights 
that are mostly applicable to the informal sector. Also unions point out the low financial 
resources that come from the membership fees as well their irregular membership (ILO, 1997). 
Therefore unions should come up with packages that will attract domestic workers to join unions 
in order to build a stronger membership base that will help in advocating for their rights. For 
example the ongoing process of ratifying convention would be easier to achieve if there was a 
larger unionization base of domestic workers. 
Solidarity and cohesion of trade unions is very helpful in the process of formalization. This is in 
order for union to strengthen their internal cohesion and avoid splitting of unions due to 
leadership and other interests. This is because when unions splits it becomes very difficult for 
them to use the tripartite bodies to negotiate better terms and conditions for workers. This was 
the case for Kenya in the 1990s when some unions split and this shattered the energy and 
resources of unions (Fashoyin, 2001).In Ghana and Zambia the constitution has been amended 
to integrate informal workers in the mainstream trade union movement. In Ghana the union 
helps in accessing credit and financial services through creating awareness and social 
protection (Adu-Amankwah, 1999).It also offers legal services and trainings to create awareness 
on their rights. In Zambia they have a policy to integrate self-employed and workers in small 
enterprises. Therefore for self-employed workers they provide training, offer legal advice and 
help them to source funds while for workers in small medium enterprises they extend social 
protection to them as they create awareness on occupation safety and health. 
The labour administration and inspection should be strengthened because even where domestic 
employees laws exist for example the minimum wage laws they are not enforced (ibid). These 
weak capacity of the labour officers to reach domestic workers requires them to come up with 
other ways that will enable them reach this kind of workers instead of relying on the traditional 
ways that were applicable to formal workers. This would include creating information 





countries such as Philippine the ministry of labour has teamed up with trade unions and 
employers to carry out inspection in areas that are hard to reach (ibid). 
While the ILO declaration on fundamental rights at work provides the minimum protection for 
workers both in the formal and informal sectors there are challenges regarding their 
effectiveness in the informal economy. The issue of freedom of association and collective 
bargaining presents a major challenge to the informal sector which is heterogeneous and even 
worse for domestic workers who have different characteristics (ILO, 2004). 
Therefore addressing informality of domestic workers regarding issues like occupational safety 
and health measures should be put in place to address domestic workers in a bid to create 
decent work and reduce poverty. 
Finally, formalization of domestic work is a gradual process that involves incorporation of all 
aspects of decent work pillar accompanied by economic development. Increasing agricultural 
productivity and creating and supporting industries from external competition to avoid premature 
industrialization is a good way to ensure that we create jobs, including different areas of service 
sector, that are decent in the country. This will help absorb the huge number of jobless youths. 
Social protection is also very important in the formalization process and therefore it would work 
better if mandatory, affordable and easily accessible. This could be through enforcing minimum 
wage and use of technology to reach people who are in areas that are geographically hard to 
reach. Social protection should also generate a lot of jobs that absorb a lot of women in the 
labour market such as Teachers, social assistants, doctors, nurses, researchers and so on. This 
would in turn contribute to the reduction of people engaged in the informal sector and domestic 
work.  
The civil society and trade unions should also play a role in lobbying and advocacy to help 
better the rights of domestic workers and also contribute in matters regarding development that 
could result to decent work. Formalization is clearly a joint effort and even of domestic workers 
themselves willing to be engaged as formal workers foregoing those benefits that may come as 







CHAPTER FOUR: FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 
The aim of this study was to explore ways in which domestic work can be formalized in Kenya. 
This was achieved by focusing at the economic and structural determinants of domestic work. 
The study achieved its set objectives by first giving a global picture of domestic work. Domestic 
workers around the world face similar challenges although the extent may differ depending on 
the geographical location, ethnicity/race, colour and gender. 
Major challenges that domestic workers face globally includes long working hours, low 
remuneration, no rest days, exclusion from the labour law, a paternalistic relationship with the 
employer‟s family that hinders them some befits as an employee and also undervaluation of 
their work since it is seen as a continuation of women‟s role. Most of them tend to have low 
levels of education or no skills and come from marginalized groups or are women of colour. 
Majority of domestic workers are women and work informally which slows down the process of 
gender equality. Domestic work also manifest inequalities among individuals, regions and 
among Countries. This therefore causes migration from the rural to urban areas where there 
better opportunities. Feminization of migration has increased from the developing countries to 
developed countries widening inequality. 
The growth of domestic work keeps increasing yearly due to an increase in the supply due to 
inequality and the demand as a result of lack of opportunities in other activities. Most the 
domestic work created is informal and is still undervalued. Despite efforts to formalize domestic 
work especially through the adoption of the ILO convention 189 on decent work for domestic 
workers, formalization process is still slow. 
Domestic work in Kenya is very rampant and is mostly determined by the social-economic 
situation of an individual. Majority of those participating in domestic work come from the most 
impoverished region of the country. There is also a great number of people employing domestic 
work. This is mainly because the labour market structure allows for that. The Kenyan labour 
market is struggling between a large and growing working age population against a few 
employment opportunities. There is also a huge decline of work in the formal sector which 
translates to growth in the informal sector. Also a large and growing youthful population whose 
large numbers are unemployed or in the informal sector. 
The labour market in Kenya has not yet closed the gap on gender equality because men still 
dominate in the top professions that are formal in nature while women are mostly in the informal 





Wage or income inequality is a determinant of domestic work and the Kenyan labour market 
shows wage inequality. The difference between the highest and the minimum wage is huge 
creating the supply and demand for domestic work. 
To formalize domestic work the economic growth should be promoted and it should be 
sustainable and inclusive in order to create decent jobs in the country. This could be improving 
growth of industries and services, and also promoting agricultural productivity, and different 
activities with high added value which will in turn contribute to the development of a lot of 
services activities with high productivity and good jobs. The implementation of social policies 
would be so important in protecting in general the people, but also creating a lot of jobs and 
includes those formalized and open to absorb a lot of women. Also by making the Social 
security scheme mandatory to ensure that even those in the informal sector contribute. This 
could be made by ensuring that the social security scheme is affordable, accessible and easy to 
register. 
From the study we can conclude that the informal sector has been growing since the 1980‟s 
when the country adopted the structural adjustments policy from the World Bank and IMF, 
therefore cutting down government expenditure. This increased the levels of poverty both in the 
urban and rural areas. Despite creating informal employment there was also underemployment 
and unemployment hence a huge population of the working poor. 
The high levels of the informal sector shows the structural weaknesses of the Kenyan economy. 
An economy comprised of a very huge youth population against very few employment 
opportunities in the formal sector. Hence, a high inactivity rate among youth and women. The 
labour market in Kenya also shows aspects of gender inequality with men dominating in the 
wage sector. 
It is also observed that there are wage or income inequalities among individuals and across 
regions. This is seen through the home of origin of domestic workers. Income or wage 
inequalities is reflected in the difference between minimum and highest wage. 
There is weak enforcement of laws related to domestic work which hinders efforts to promote 
decent work. Challenges associated to it are lack of enough labour inspectors, corruption, 
ignorance and the fact that informal sector is huge and undocumented more so the nature in 





As gathering of data in this research especially regarding domestic work has been difficult, the 
study recommends that further research be conducted on domestic workers to better 
understand them. Despite the nature of domestic work efforts should be done through regular 
interviews, surveys, site visits and consultations. This will be of great importance while carrying 
out policies that will directly affect domestic workers. Limited data or none will most likely not 
give the best results when it comes to implementation. Therefore, trade unions, academicians 
and governments should dedicate their time and support research on this sector. 
A lot of work should also be put into advocacy and campaigns on informality and the impacts it 
has on an individual and the economy. Also on raising awareness to domestic workers about 
their rights for example an increase in the minimum wage and other rights so that they can take 
action when not implemented. Domestic workers should also be aware of institutions that 
defend them so that they register and together with other domestic workers they will be able to 
lobby for issues affecting them. This is because the unionization density for domestic workers is 
very low. This could be done through spreading messages through the media, door to door, use 
of pamphlets and posters in a language that they understand. 
Policy makers should also focus on socio-economic policies that focus on employment creation. 
Policies that create healthy business environment therefore attracting investors. They should 
focus on promotion of creating jobs in high value adding sectors that will absorb a large number 
of people offering them decent jobs. Sectors of the economy such manufacturing should be 
promoted and also increasing the productivity of the agricultural sector is important to reduce 
informality. This could help reduce the number of women migrating to other countries in search 
of domestic work. 
Gender inequality especially in the labour market should be eliminated through ensuring that all 
men and women receive equal levels of formal education. This could also be done through 
educating communities on the importance of girl child education to help break the generation 
cycle of domestic work. By ensuring that both men and women have equal levels of education 
the policy on equal remuneration for work of equal share should apply. This will also help 
eliminate the stigma surrounding domestic work. 
Through the devolved government, the counties should aim to develop their regions both 
economically and socially to reduce the inequality between regions. This could be through 





they are at per as a country. This would reduce the rural urban migration since people will have 
a better livelihood in their region. 
Trade unions and organizations dealing with domestic work should aim to empower domestic 
work. They should be at the fore front in lobbying for issues affecting domestic work through 
participation in achievement of SDG‟s more so Goal no 1 „no poverty‟, goal no 5 „gender 
equality‟, goal no 8 „Decent work and economic growth‟ especially on target 8.3 on formalization  
and goal no 10 on „Reduced inequalities‟. Participation on the UN decent work country 
programme and also on development program in the country that in one way or another affect 
domestic workers. This is to ensure that the voice of domestic work is represented in issues that 
affect them. 
Lastly, the labour institutions should be strengthened to reach areas that are hard to reach in 
order to foresee the implementation of the laws. The number of labour inspectors should be 
increased and ways to reach this areas should be devised instead of relying on traditional ways 
of inspecting formal work. Also the process of attaining judgement in the labour and 
employments should be made easy and fast by reducing the backlog. This should be made so 
to avoid the delay process that makes domestic workers give up and others get discouraged 
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